Long writing: Compassion [1996] 


“that indefinable moment when everything was 
settled” 


1: Monday morning 


Clements woke up. Suddenly. Someone, a composite Headteacher 
and Devil (but without the usual horns and tail) was beckoning him 
forward through a crazily confused system of corridors which resembled 
the labyrinthine doors and walls of his University days. The devil's face 
leered towards the camcorder of Clements's brain. He was lying on the 
floor, looking up at the horrendous figure: top hat and a cane brandished 
menacingly above him. Crowds of insolent kids waving filthy exercise 
books about three feet wide crushed around, pushing the devil forward 
even more until perspective bent in on itself and all the dimensions were 
composed of his taunting face, which now became that of a boy he taught 
in year 10. His work, where was it. . .? 

Clements was in his bed. He needed a pee. The duvet was a marvel of 
confusion, mostly on the floor. It was just about light through the curtains, 
which meant. . .he peered at the alarm clock. 3.45!!! He padded to the 
bathroom, swayed about in the gloom and managed, by 31 years of effort 
and practice, to hit the inside of the bowl with his arc of waste product. 
Stumbling back to the bedroom, he stubbed his toe lightly on the door 
jamb. Enough to wake him up a little further. By the time he was under the 
heap of duvet, still sweating from his nightmare, he knew he was too 
awake to go back to sleep, although a residual, desperate part of his mind 
craved the rest. Mullins's work, where is it? The boy said that he'd handed 
it in, and Clements had thought he had put it in the bulging file with 'to be 
marked' on the side, but when Mullins had confronted him, he couldn't 
locate it. With the final parents' evening coming up in two or three weeks' 
time, he ought to try and find it. But where? Kevin Mullins, son of the fussy 
Mr and Mrs, who always supervised their son's homework. One in a million 
these days. Why couldn't he have lost the work of someone who didn't 
care, who wouldn't be entered for the English exam next June anyway? 
Tomorrow, it was his first lesson of the week with year 10 and Kevin (and 
the others whose work he hadn't marked yet) would be asking him again. 
He could have marked it at the weekend, but he'd stopped after five hours 
on the Sunday, yesterday in fact, five hours ago in fact! There just wasn't 
enough time, but the kids didn't recognise that. . . 

Clements's mind chuntered on about all the things he hadn't done, all 
the messages to other teachers about his students that he hadn't written, 
all the reminders to the form tutors about their late work not passed on, 
that chat he had meant to have with Kelvin, his head of department. . .the 
list went on interminably. He recognised it as a fruitless exercise to bore 
himself back to sleep: it wasn't going to work. He knew. It was the dreaded 
3.30 am Syndrome, known by all teachers in their ‘first bloody five years of 
servitude’ as the Moaners of the staff room called it. Even after nearly 
three years of teaching, Clements still suffered from it, from time to time. 


Particularly in times of stress, or at the end of a term, which of course 
meant the same thing. 

The alternatives bleakly set themselves out before him in his stupor. 
The saintly choice would be to get straight up and mark those bloody 
pieces of work: the problem of year 10 (and some of the other unmarked 
stuff) would be solved. And he might even find Kevin's work. He could get 
up and read his way either to slumber or into inspired consciousness, 
depending on the material, he supposed. Anthony Burgess? Vox magazine? 
He could get up and make a coffee, read the Sunday paper he didn't have 
time to do yesterday and at least be literate for the new day. He could 
phone his American friend Dan, in Denver Colorado (he'd still be up) and 
have a moan; expensive though. At one time he would have got right up 
and driven around the countryside, a remedy he hadn't tried for months, 
although the prospect of a decent sunrise wasn't necessarily inspiring. It 
was the darkness he craved on these rushes through suburbia and its 
surrounding fields, the lash of wintry rain and the wind howling or the 
bitter frost and its dangerous companion, black ice. He'd probably get 
stopped by a bored police patrol anyway; it had happened before a couple 
of times. As he came out of a well of black sleep he realised he'd sold the 
car three weeks ago... 

“Shite”, he breathed, letting the Scottish side of his family 
background through, “and double shite. Fuck off, fuck off” he added as an 
afterthought. “Why me, why a teacher, why 3.30?” He fell back on the 
pillow in a drowse, still trailing the dribblings of the awful dream around. 

About 5.30 he lapsed gradually into a furtive slumber, having taken 
none of the alternatives. He dreamed of his own final year of school, 
peopled with his current colleagues and pupils. It was an exhausted and 
exhaustive REM chaos. The alarm went off at 7.00. He slithered out of bed, 
fooled once again into thinking he could avoid the treadmill. 


Monique Beauny was still asleep while Clements was agonising over 
the Mullins homework. She was dreaming of her native Brittany, the 
rolling hills, the rugged coast of Quimper, Brest and her home town of 
Morlaix. She was driving, with her father, in his old Citroen Dyane 6 along 
the road between Morlaix and her aunt's house in St Pol, though when she 
arrived, it wasn't her aunt that lived there, but the strange John Clements, 
the English teacher at her school. He asked her in for a meal and she 
didn't refuse, but when she looked round for her father, he had 
disappeared and only a little boy stood in the doorway. Clements wasn't 
speaking, though he motioned her towards a table laden with her favourite 
foods: pasta dishes, lovely Italian salads, strawberries and cream a 
l'anglais. She wasn't hungry though and kept trying to tell him, but he 
became offended and walked out of the back door into the endless fields, 
waving his arms and calling to the sky, silently. Monique sat down in her 


dream and reached over to the strawberries. So delicious! She forgot 
about her father, Clements and the little boy as she took the spoon and 
prepared to eat the luscious fruit. 

At 7.30 am when eating her Bran Flakes and yogurt, Monique had 
such a strange feeling. Like deja vu, but tres fort. The same breakfast as 
usual, why so strange? Almost like she had dreamed it. She thought of her 
day ahead. Pas mal. Only a few sixth formers one by one this morning, and 
this afternoon helping with the year 9 lower group. But they were very 
sweet and always said nice things to her; some of them had even bought 
her cards at Christmas and had written Joyeux Noel, sometimes 'Joyo' she 
remembered with affection. Oh and then the staff meeting, the only 
probable boring part of the day. She couldn't understand most of what was 
being said, and most of what she did was of no interest. Pas de problemes; 
she could think of Henri, who she would see again in four weeks. Henri! 
She longed to pass her fingers through his hair again and kiss him on the 
mouth and feel his strong hands. She became lost in a fantasy of Henri, 
her boyfriend and lover from St Malo, though as she daydreamed, his hair 
became unnaturally brown and curly, not like his own straight and longish 
blond hair. Anyway, she had to get ready. The day, not Henri, was in front 
of her for the next 24 hours. . .after nine months as French assistante at 
Foster's Green High School, having seen Henri for only five weeks of that 
time, she was well-adjusted to not being with him. But why didn't she miss 
him more, like a real lover would? 


Popkid wondered whether he would ever be able to get out of bed. 
Four more school days and it would be the trip. This year he was so glad 
he put his name down. After last year, when everyone had said what a 
great time they'd had. The waves had been brilliant, and every day was a 
new experience. So Matt and all the others had said. Why hadn't he gone? 
Many times he had thought this. Only now, with days to go, did he really 
appreciate how much he'd missed. But it was worth it to luxuriate in the 
lush feeling that it was all going to happen, and soon. He had organised all 
his stuff already: Oxbow jacket, board waxing, three pairs of logo'd trunks, 
Calvin Klein body spray, all the essentials. The only remaining preparation 
was mental. To be in touch with that feeling of. . .sun, sea and Surf. He'd 
talked over the prospects endlessly with Matt and at last week's pub meet 
with the Surfer Kids, but he still couldn't stop thinking about it. Was he 
becoming obsessed? He wasn't even that great a surfer, though he never 
doubted the power of his feeling: sometimes he thought it was more 
powerful than the sex stuff. All the things he would learn. And the chance 
to skive off and find out whether the Grace Doctor guys really did make 
their music in Langrishe, which was quite near to their beach HQ at 
Hoggle's Bay. 

One thing he wasn't too sure of: what to make of Mr Clements, his 


English teacher, who was one of the staff going on the trip. He'd asked Mr 
C what he thought of the trip, but he'd been vague and didn't seem to 
know much about what was happening. It struck him as odd; Mr C was 
normally forthcoming about stuff to do with his subject, English; Popkid 
had often got good extra info about his essays from him and he was always 
prepared to listen to his doubts about essay writing, as long as he wasn't 
rushing off somewhere else. Other teachers always seemed to be in a rush, 
Mr C wasn't usually that type. 'Stuckness' he called Popkid's slowness in 
writing and he himself thought it was a good word to describe his feelings 
as he stared at the blank page. But Mr C wasn't very forthcoming about 
his angle on the trip. Popkid therefore suspected him of not knowing very 
much. And 'Atlas' wasn't very approachable. He might be a pretty good PE 
teacher, but he seemed to know naff all about how to organise trips, from 
what Matt had said about last year. They hadn't seen him for most of that 
time. 

How could anyone seriously consider getting out of bed? Well, it had 
to be. He didn't like skiving off school on principle, even though some of 
his mates weren't particular. Now that he'd been in the Sixth Form for 
nearly a year, he was used to only appearing when he had to, but if he was 
going to get the A-level grades he needed this time next year. . .He put off 
thought of the exams again. Enough to make your head spin. And from the 
opposite direction, the pressure from mates (peer pressure, the teachers 
called it) was heavy, to 'enjoy', that is get stoned out of your skull. In a way 
he preferred to be friendly with the Art Guys crowd, who at least were 
open about their scorn of the Powers-That-Be, as they called them. 

Too much philosophy, he thought. Time for toast and bran flakes. He 
was weird though, that Mr Clements. Popkid liked his lessons, at least you 
could say what you felt, no inhibitions, but there was something about him, 
something compelling, but. . .weird, no perhaps 'strange' was a better 
word. Maybe he'd see another side to him on the trip. 

Definitely too much philosophy. Popkid sprung out of bed, glad he 
hadn't filled in the time with a bit of self-abuse. Got to keep the energy 
levels up till the trip starts. And you never know your luck; gotta keep up 
the levels just in case. Jesus! What a bloody mess sex was. He was at its 
mercy. But not for the next week and a half. Fun fun and more brilliant 
fun! 


If those stupid year 10s sit behind her again, she's going to throw up. 
Stupid brats. When are they going to grow up? For twenty minutes every 
school morning Kate sat on her own on the bus. It was enough that none of 
her mates made this same journey. She was so isolated, living out at 
forlorn Foster's Jump, and so bored, although recently she'd had the 
money to bus more regularly into town, and soon she would be able to 
start driving lessons. And then, freedom! Dad was buying her the Renault 


that his friend was wanting to sell, and with financial help from him to pay 
for tax and insurance and stuff, she'd be launched! Only another month to 
go! 

The two plug-uglies on the seat next to hers across the bus started to 
leer, and also pick their noses deliberately. They were so ugly, so bratty. 
She'd tell them to piss off if they carried on. Shelter in thinking, shelter in 
thinking about something great. It was her salvation at moments like 
these. The picture that reminded her of Matisse that she had started in the 
Art Room, she could work extra on that at lunchtime today. Mrs A had said 
that it was good, and she knew she could trust her judgment, she wasn't 
just saying it. Unlike most teachers: either too strict or too matey, or even 
worse, condescending. They didn't need to talk like that to sixth formers, 
well not her at least. Mrs Adams was an exception she thought and of 
course Mr C, who'd said nice things about her last essay. She'd put a lot of 
bloody effort into that thing and it was good, she knew it. And he had 
recognised, yeah he was allright. 

Kate looked at her shoes. New DMs needed for the summer. How to 
raise the cash? That wasn't great thinking Kathryn, forget it. The year 
whatever-they-weres were beginning to rub up against their seats in mock 
orgasm. “Piss off! Piss off, you morons!” She instantly regretted it as they 
cracked up with laughter. 

At least she had her picture. And the Art Guys. And some patience. 
2: Monday lunchtime 


Kathryn found Popkid in the library at lunchtime. He was reading the 
local rag and looked up when she asked him “hiya kid, what're you looking 
at?” 

“Foster's Press” he said, using the short name for the 'Foster's Green 
Press and Gazette' which was the only widely-circulating paper in that 
town. “Matt told me there was an article about next week's trip.” 

“Let's have a look then”, she leaned over his shoulder. “Any pics?” 

“No”, he continued reading. “Look, it says here that the school's 
organising over 30 different activities. And here: “one of the most exotic 
sounding in the 'Surfing Dude's Paradise’. Is that what Atlas has called it?” 

“Dunno. Wouldn't surprise me. He's an arsehole, didn't you know?” 

“Arsehole or not, he's organising the trip. At least, he's supposed to 
be.” 

“Right. I wouldn't trust him with my humblest. . .” She searched for a 
suitable nonentity, 

“Matisse? Rousseau? That short bloke with the hump?” 

“Toulouse-Lautrec, dorkhead!” She playfully swiped him. “Anyway, 
not even a repro. Couldn't do it.” 

“Anyway” he countered, “you're not interested in the waves as such.” 
It was a statement, rather than a question. 


“Well, theoretically yeah.” She sat down next to him at the table. “I 
like some of the surfer guys. If they weren't totally obsessed with it, to the 
detriment of any other points of talking” she added. “But you're an 
exception, sweetie” She headed off his protest. 

“Right, I've got this idea OK? There's three varieties of surfers, right? 
There are the ones that you're talking about, y'know macho types, blond 
floppy hair. Then the sensitive types, but they're into other stuff as well, 
apart from the music y'know.” 

“And that's you.” 

“Well yeah, I gotta say that! And then there's a sort of grey area. 
Sometimes those other ones can be interesting in different ways, but it's 
sort of limited. Do you know what I mean?” 

“Like their dicks AND Bon Jovi?” 

“No. You know what I mean.” 

“It's all a mystery to me. I'm just an Art Guy. Always have been and 
always will be. Though I love listening to you heart-throbs, waffling on 
about the waves and the tunnel and all that.” 

“Yeah. Just a little bit sarcastic. Anyway, I'm excited. Can't you tell?” 

“Yeah, I don't begrudge you that, Popkid.” 

“I wish you'd stop calling me that. Ever since Mr C endorsed your 
Opinion.” 

“He didn't. I just said it as a joke and he latched onto it.” 

“Well, it's a stupid joke. Even he's calling me that now. And because 
of his vast influence over the plebs, it'll stick. You know I've got a wide 
musical taste, not just the Britpop stuff that you girlies are into.” 

“Yeah, from the Grace Doctors all the way over to the. . .er. . .Grace 
Doctors, isn't it?” 

“Shut up! Anyway, what're you up to?” 

“Taking five minutes out from the old paintbrush at lunchtime.” 

“Talk about obsession. YOU'RE obsessed. You never put that bloody 
brush down. You ought to make a few changes.” 

“Like what? It's so boring anywhere else in the school during lunch. 
Hordes of smallies being dickheads in the year bases. And elsewhere.” She 
glanced around at the dozens of small kids hanging around the library - 
eating, drinking and in some cases snogging. “They're not even supposed 
to be in here eating their lunch. Dickbrains”, she added for emphasis. 

“Couldn't agree more. Come up to the common room?” 

“OK, as long as you buy me a sweetie, sweetie and I don't call you 
Popkid, Popkid?” 

“Deal.” 

They made their way through the screaming throngs of years 9, 10 
and 11 along the central corridor of the school, up two flights of stairs and 
made it to the common room without too much buffeting. Along the way 
they passed Clements, looking more than usually harassed, they thought. 


“Allright Mr C?” ventured Kate. 

“All the better for seeing your sweet young faces” replied Clements, 
with one of his extended cliches. He was a specialist. “Hope you've done 
that reading for tomorrow” he added, not being able to think of anything 
else to Say. 

“Sir, you don't have to be Sir with us at lunchtime. You look worried.” 

“Just a case of the marking blues Kathryn. Too much to do and too 
little time to do it in. But you've heard all this a million times.” 

“It always sounds convincing coming from you, Mr C.” 

“Thanks. Though it doesn't make the hours seem any longer for doing 
the marking in.” 

“Actually, if I may venture a diagnosis, Mr C?” 

“My boy, venture on.” 

“3.30 am Syndrome, sir?” 

“Well yes, but how did. . .?” 

Popkid put on his mock-offended face. “Sir, what do you take us for? 
We know these things. It's in our interest.” 

“You astound me...” But before he could say any more in reply, 
Popkid and Kathryn saw another teacher hovering with a message for 
Clements. It was time to move on. 

“Ah John. Glad I caught you. About Kirsty Smith. The Sports Field 
incident. Her mother's phoned me. Insisted that she's got to return to 
school.” 

“But I don't teach her.” 

“Oh but it said on the office computer. . .” 

“I know. Technical hitch. Never was in my group.” 

“Oh...” 

“Try Angela, or Kelvin p'raps.” 

“OK, thanks. . .er. . .Penny Wood?” 

“Er. . .yes”. Clements didn't like the sound of Dave's tone of voice. 

“Well, while you're here. . .” 

“Actually, must dash old chap. Hundreds of things to do before 
registration.” 

“Well, catch you at staff meeting then John.” But Clements was 
already five yards away. He wasn't ready for that little problem just now. 

“Why are most teachers bellends?” suggested Kathryn. 

“Don't know kid. Ask me another?” 

“Allright, are you going to buy me Maltesers or Vice Versas?” 

“Neither, 'cause I'm broke. Anyway, you haven't told me what you're 
doing next week.” By this time they had reached the common room, where 
a dozen or so sixth formers lounged in a fairly horizontal way around the 
room on linked easy chairs. You had to be careful where you lounged 
however, as most of the chairs had been 'desponged', a Foster's Green 
High School Sixth Form expression meaning that the coverings (some sort 


of cheap late 70s plastic) had been gradually, and probably not 
deliberately, picked away until the too-tempting sponge cushions inside 
had been revealed, whereupon the little spongy bits were rolled round ina 
secretly satisfying way by even some of the brighter element - therapeutic, 
they called it - until, once a day, the cleaners vacuumed up the debris. 
Unfortunately, it tended to mess up the vacuum cleaners also. The school 
had been promising new furniture for the place for years, but recent lack 
of money (a tame and repetitive excuse, not reason, reasoned the sixth 
form council) prevented them from the considerable investment in sixty or 
seventy chairs which were at least more comfortable than the tiny torture 
instruments their bottoms were forced to endure in the classroom. Popkid 
and Kate surveyed the sponged floor. 

“My Dad's got a print of an opium den looks a bit like this place.” 

“Yeah” agreed Kate. “The humming seat of intellectual and artistic 
endeavour shot to flames by the lethargic properties of the romantic 
drug.” 

“Blimey, what have you been reading lately, Mr C's journal?” Popkid 
had this theory that Clements was a secret diary writer of romantic 
proportions. He hadn't liked to ask him about it yet though, through what 
he felt was probably, well hopefully, embarrassment. What if he'd said 
“yes”? 

“No, it's what the steady study of Art masterpieces does for you, 
thicko. Anyway, I'm getting loads more of that next week, since you asked.” 

“Oh right. What d'you mean? Someone told me it was a life-drawing 
class. Very sexy.” 

“Yeah, hope so! No actually, before you swap over from your lush 
surfing trip, it's mostly working on that big mural for the English 
department. You know, they evidently requested it about twenty years ago. 


“Exaggeration!” 

“Not much. It was about five years ago. Before we were here, 
according to Mrs A anyway. So I've got William Blake. Long straw.” 

“Why? Oh, he was the rad madman Mr C likes, doesn't he?” 

“Yeah. Anyway, we've got a writer each. It's a long straw for me, 
'cause Blake was an artist as well, actually mostly an artist if you listen to 
Mrs A. Course, she's biased, like Mr C's always on about he's really a 
writer. Uses the present tense when he talks about him too. I get worried 
about him.” 

“Who? Blake in the present tense?” 

“No, drool-boy. Our beloved English Literature teacher.” 

“I sometimes wonder about him as well. Is that stupid?” 

“I think you relate to him, is all. He's just a guy. An English teacher. 
We shouldn't worry. You think too much, kid.” 

“What an antidote you are Kate. I might just be able to scrape 


together enough change for Maltesers.” 


Clements had decided to go for the school lunch that day. He hadn't 
had time to make the customary peanut butter sandwiches in any case, 
and he was determined not to go another whole day at school without 
eating, despite the vague plans he had to lose some weight, and despite 
the awfulness of the 'menu’, such as it was. For a man approaching the 
onset of middle age - as he fancifully thought - eleven and a half stone at 
five feet eight inches wasn't too bad, but he was increasing in waistline 
size, there was no doubt of that. He often thought it had something to do 
with compensation, a favourite psychological hobby-horse of his. As a 
single chap, without a recent live-in partner, he tended either to be frugal 
in his variety of food (the aforementioned sandwiches for lunch, something 
cereally wholesome for breakfast and a chicken rice or pasta dish in the 
evening) or wildly extravagant, inviting friends or colleagues round fora 
meal containing at least three courses and enough washing up for about 
five people, as if to compensate for this frugality. Trouble was, he rarely 
had the energy (or if truth be known, the time) if he also kept up with the 
marking and the preparation for school. It bothered him, as it did most 
teachers to some extent, that this kind of moral dilemma spread out from 
the actual decision, that is to mark or not to mark, into his social and/or 
private life. Moreover, many probably well-meaning acquaintances outside 
of teaching seemed to think that as a single man, he not only benefited 
from obscenely long holidays in which to recoup his energies, but also had 
the advantage of not wearing himself out looking after a swarm of 
dependants in the shape of 'the wife and kids'. Clements had the feeling 
that he saw enough kids during the day, and while not really forming any 
parental attachment for them, still could not summon the longing or 
desire, or whatever it was, to sit on brood for his own. Sometimes he even 
wondered what he was doing scraping a living only for himself. Perhaps he 
should give it all up to go travelling properly or to finally sit down and that 
that bloody novel. But he was enough of a pragmatist to realise that he 
liked his comforts and would not be able to nourish them with 
unemployment benefit or the crusts he might earn in a part-time job such 
as supply teaching or struggling novelist. And just maybe he'd miss it. 

However, this was not his immediate feeling as he jostled his way into 
the dining room. A teacher, earning an extra pittance on lunchtime duty, 
was trying to funnel a horde of mostly year 10s into an organised queue to 
enter the room, a task to which he was eminently not suited. Most of the 
kids merely ignored him and tried to barge in, which had a 
correspondingly chaotic effect on the queue for the hatches ahead of them 
and also stopped a lot of kids coming out of the room by that entrance 
after they had finished eating. Clements was obliged to stick his right arm 
out in front of him as though he had some desperately urgent business that 


simply couldn't wait. He certainly wasn't going to get into an altercation 
with the mob, by putting on the stern teacher voice and ordering them 
back. His own bitter experience as a former rookie had taught him that 
any confrontation like this would not only embarrass the colleague who 
was supposed to be doing the job, but would also sour his potential 
relations with any of the kids concerned (they always remembered the bad 
incidents as a sort of collective memory of heavy teacher actions preserved 
as school tabloid folklore) and also, perhaps more importantly, lose him 
some more precious time and energy, particular in this situation when he 
was taking the luxury of a half-hour break instead of working straight 
through the lunch hour as he often did. 

Having roughed his way on to the end of the hatch queue, he found 
himself standing next to the French assistante, Monique. 

“Hello John. You have arrived to the counter.” 

“Yes, though I don't think it was a wise move. The menu isn't very 
appetising.” 

“Well, the English don't make good food, but they are very good to 
stand in the queues.” 

“You're right of course. Though do you remember you once told me 
that French cooking was also a stereotype?” 

“Except Breton cooking of course!” He smiled at the memory of an 
evening a couple of months previously, when during an exceptionally 
boring social get-together at the male deputy-head's place, Monique had 
entertained him with very enthusiastic memories of the Breton style of 
cuisine. 

He reminded her then of her enthusiasm. “Ah! I miss it so, John.” 

“Do you really? But you'll soon be back.” By this time, they had 
reached the first hatch and were confronted with the unenviable choice 
between some sort of beef stew, the ubiquitous pizza'n'chips and a sordid 
looking quiche, a grotty attempt at persuading the considerable 
percentage of vegetarians among the students that they should swallow 
their pride and then swallow the quiche, usually in that order, if they tried 
any of the so-called alternative menu. 

“Time to go Italian” said Clements. 

They sat down at the quietest table, meaning the one with teachers 
sitting there, rather than any of the other two dozen or so, filled with 
shrieking kids. Not a very promising selection, thought Clements. Sandra 
Stevens, thrusting deputy head, queen of Management Speak; Derek 
‘Mossman' Hubble, his colleague in the English department, whom 
Clements was always trying, usually unsuccessfully, to avoid; an 
insignificant Science teacher, whose name he couldn't even remember 
without thinking too hard; a Maths member of the Escape Committee; and 
Charles 'Atlas' Townsend, head of PE, whom Clements had been 
endeavouring, admittedly in a half-hearted fashion, to pin down to a 


meeting about the forthcoming surfing trip. Clements had been putting it 
off, though now Atlas must surely take him into his confidence. The PE 
man evidently didn't notice Clements's arrival: he carried on talking to the 
Science teacher about some Rugby obscurity. Clements, though an eighth 
Welsh (on his mother's side) had not inherited the love of the misshaped 
ball in his DNA, so he wouldn't have been able to join in with the macho 
chat anyway. It was a relief to talk to Monique, in all honesty. 

“So have you made all your travel preparations then?” Clements 
asked politely. 

“John, you don't imagine what it's like to be going back to my 
Brittany”. She pronounced it in the French fashion, which sounded like a 
distorted 'Britain' to him, but more interesting and well, sensuous. “I'm 
looking forward so much. I'm excited. But it's another three weeks and I 
must be patient” she added. 

“Why? Why not be impatient, if it's something you can look forward 
to?” 

“Because I would be ill” laughed Monique. “You do not understand 
how it is to be an exile, even if you know you are returning. You have never 
done this.” 

“You're right” agreed Clements. “I haven't, in such a grand way. But 
living here in Foster's Green is a sort of exile. I mean, it's different from 
Swansea, and before that, Edinburgh.” 

“Yes for sure, I always meant to ask you how it is in Edinburgh, to 
live. I've wanted to visit there so much, though I won't be able to now.” 

“It would take such a long time to describe. You know as they say 
‘every yard a memory’. Too long for a lunch hour.” Clements realised with 
pleasure, he hadn't tasted the pizza at all, because of his involvement in 
the conversation. Except now he had a pile of cold and greasy chips. 

“You know, this food is crap” he said. “It must be even more so for 
you.” 

“Caca” agreed Monique. “Now you know another French swear 
word!” 

“That's in 'Waiting for Godot’, sorry 'En attendant Godot’. You know, 
Samuel Beckett. I can't remember in what context though.” Clements 
thought he sounded a bit arty-farty limp, but Monique replied “yes, I saw it 
at the theatre in London. In English” she added, slightly wistfully he 
thought. “You know, Beckett wanted people to think it was like 'qua qua' 
like the intellectuals say.” 

“Yes, but isn't it a bit old-fashioned? I mean do French people say it 
any more?” 

“I don't know, I haven't returned there much recently.” Monique was 
smiling, but Clements sensed a sadness underneath. “Don't you get to 
meet with any other French people over here?” He did remember her 
talking about this before, but he wanted to carry on hearing her voice. It 


was soothing in this cacophony of noise around them, although he also felt 
guilty, since what he should really be doing was chatting up Atlas about 
the trip; he saw that the Science teacher had sidled off his chair and out of 
the dining room. 

“Sometimes my friend Simone, she comes down from London to see 
me, and of course I like to go there for the spectacles, the shows? And of 
course Henri, but he hasn't been here since three months, Easter, and I 
couldn't afford the fare in the half-term.” 

“You're really stuck on that Henri, aren't you?” 

“Stuck?” 

“Ah, not literally stuck of course”, Clements was always amused by 
these odd English colloquialisms that you didn't notice unless you were 
talking to a 'foreigner'. When he was attempting French it was probably 
even worse. “I mean you must like him a lot, still keeping up the romance 
over the water.” 

“Well yes, I adore him of course, but sometimes I wonder what it will 
be when we are together all the days again. It might be tedious, you 
know?” 

“I hope you don't mind me asking, but I've never asked you before” 
said the very English Clements. “But have you lived together before? I 
mean...” 

“AS a man and a woman? Ah yes, but only for a short time. You see, 
that is the reason I am nervous. How you Say this, 'anxious'?” 

“Yes, the exact word, the mot juste. You know it's astonishing, but in 
all the talks we've had, you know around the school, lunch-times and at 
social dos, you've never really had time to tell me about your life in 
Brittany. I mean, apart from the basic facts about your family and friends. 
You know, I pride myself on being a cultural omnivore. . .” 

“Omni. #42” 

“Oh yes, sorry”, he had become verbose in his excitement at 
communicating this important point. “It's a term that means you like to 
absorb lots of information about different cultures, you know like eating, 
eating everything.” 

“Yes, Carry on.” 

“Well yes, so I've wasted these opportunities to ask you the details.” 

“But I don't have such an interesting life in Brittany. For me, this 
exile as you Say, in Great Britain, is more interesting. I meet new people 
and am happy. But I know what you mean, because I also don't take the 
chances.” 

“And there's only three weeks left.” 

“You must invite me to take a drink” said Monique. 

Clements realised this was slightly dangerous territory. “Henri 
wouldn't mind?” 

Monique laughed abruptly. “He is not, how you say this, the jealous 


sort?” 

“The jealous type. Yes I suppose that's what I mean.” 

“You English men are so kind. When you are not being stupid.” 

“A fair comment. No, I mean, I'm not sure what I mean actually.” 

“It's allright John. Perhaps you will help me with a chaperone!” 

“Well, actually I can. I've been invited to the pub by some of my 
students. Sixth form” he added. “They get together every week or two at 
the ‘Griffin's Tongue’. Frankly, I was a bit nervous about going on my own. 
You know what I mean? It's one thing to be in the classroom, I know what 
I'm doing. Well, sort of”, he smiled. “But there, I'm on their ground. Do you 
know what I mean? I'm not making much sense.” 

“Yes, I know. And you are inviting me to visit with you?” 

“Well yes, if you'd like to. I know it means we may not have time to 
talk at length...” 

“.. .with 20 chaperones?” 

“There might actually be more. You see the Art Guys group who 
normally drink together are meeting up with the surfing crowd and since 
I'm going on the surfing trip, I thought it best to turn up anyway.” 

“You're very. . .what is the word? With duty?” 

“Dutiful, well I don't know, maybe. I just want a new experience. 
Omnivorous!” 

“I have visited on these pub outings” said Monique. “And I have a 
good time.” 

“But you're nearer their age!” 

“This does not matter. You are young also. In spirit. You have no 
problem with the communication to the students.” 

“I like to think so, but.. .” 

“OK I will go. When is the time of the pub meeting?” 

“It's on Wednesday evening. 7.30. One or two of the students from 
the Bulgaria trip are turning up as well. It's their last night here before 
they leave on Thursday.” 

“Is it exotic, the trip of Bulgaria? Cultural, or the beaches?” 

“They hope both. But maybe the regime in Bulgaria is the same as 
under the Communists. Actually I know very little about it. Mossman's the 
knowledgeable one there. He's one of the adults going - if you can call him 
an adult. But at least he knows more about his trip than I do about mine. 
Well, he seems to.” As he looked around Clements saw that Atlas had 
disappeared as had, in fact, the entire population of the dining room. A bell 
rang. It was for registration. He was late. 

“Oh merde, the bell. I hadn't realised. . .” He stood up quickly. 

“You are enjoying yourself, stupid. Even the English do from time to 
time.” 

“Not enough though, probably” ventured Clements. “Anyway look, I 
must dash. If I don't see you before, I'll meet you there, say a little bit 


earlier, 7 o'clock?” 

“You can call for me. I thought all Englishmen were gallant?” 

“Of course. I mean yes, I'll call for you.” 

Clements got up and realised, not for the first time in the last 20 
minutes, that he had a tremendous hard-on; not the type, he thought 
philosophically, brought on by leering, but the kind that snuck up on you 
while genuinely enjoying the company of an attractive woman. Had he 
secretly fancied Monique for months or not? Did it matter? As he rushed to 
the register files, he thought desperately about winter vegetables and his 
old school copy of 'Caesar's Gallic Wars’. That normally did the trick. But 
this time it didn't. Perhaps it was real then. Yeah, how many times had he 
told himself that, he mused. The old lust masquerading as infatuation 
masquerading as love. It was a bloody complicated business, this sex stuff. 

Monique strolled back to the staff room with a detached look on her 
face. “Brown hair, curly” she thought. “My God.” 


3: Monday afternoon 


As soon as Clements entered the library, it was obvious that this hour 
would be longer than any he might spend in the classroom. The staff 
meeting: twice a month, the agenda always placed by the thrusting deputy- 
head in the staff bulletin-paper; a neat list of, to most staff, completely 
wastable topics of conversation. The Staff Development Plan. The 
Management Development Plan. God help us, the Client Development 
Plan, or was that the Client Management Plan, he couldn't remember. 
Bureaucracy gone mad was one way of looking at it. Reassuring the mass 
of staff members that their caring Management were thinking about their 
welfare - well, Ms Stevens made that a plank of her manipulations to be 
sure. He remembered that he had left his bulletin paper somewhere. After 
a day of exhaustive nonsense with years 9, 10 and 11 he wasn't sure if he 
could remember where he had left anything. . . 

“John, glad I caught you. About the concern meeting. I didn't get any 
notes on Darren Jones.” The head of year 11 looked searchingly at 
Clements. 

“Ah, Jimmy. Glad you mentioned it. I wasn't able to come to the 
meeting. Well, I. . .I had to supervise some kids who wanted to use the 
table tennis...” 

“No, it's allright. Not getting at you, but. . .” He was interrupted by 
the Head, passing by. 

“Dave, were you thinking of dropping by the 'Seven Combs' tonight, 
by any chance?” 


“Actually, got a stack of work. The detentions, you know”, the head of 
year 11 faltered. “Maybe some other Monday?” 

“Yes, must dash.” Brading was already ten feet away, striding almost 
purposefully towards his chair at the front of the library room. 

“Well. . .” Dave edged towards his other Science colleagues. “I'll look 
forward to those. . .notes. Although Darren's in the clear. Parents came in. 
Supportive. Had a chat.” 

Why doesn't anyone ever say what they mean? And why are they 
always walking away from you when they don't say what they mean? 
Clements knew the answer though. No bloody time. He briefly considered 
where he was going to sit. At the back? Seen as one of the skivers. In the 
middle, near the aisle? Handy for asking questions, but then he never 
asked questions. 

Ms Stevens passed by; she was definitely striding. 

“John, your jacket.” 

Her cryptic comment unnerved Clements. What about my jacket? He 
looked suspiciously at his sleeves. Since the school had abandoned 
blackboards for those smart white boards and marker pens, jackets and 
jumpers had retained their colour, and had ceased to be a uniform pale 
grey streaked with lines and smudges of white. That last time he had 
blown his nose, surely not? Well, nothing he could see. 

“Do you mean. . .?” But she had gone. Colour co-ordination: women 
think about these things more than men, Clements admitted to himself. 
Green jacket, blue trousers; nothing wrong with that. 

The room was beginning to fill up with staff. Weary, trauma-worn 
faces of the English and Languages departments; the haggard, shifty ones 
of the Escape Committee; the desperate attempt on the rictus smiles of the 
Science'n'Sports group; it was all somehow so stereotypical. But 
Clements's musings on the malaise of his colleagues were by now, after 
nearly three years in the profession, merely unconscious and instinctual - 
they didn't really register on his glance around the room now. 

He chose a chair: a safe bet that he wouldn't be seen by the 
Management at the front, though still far away from the back. Was he 
paranoid? What was happening to him? He felt light of head as though 
something momentous might happen somewhere in the boredom, though 
he knew really it wouldn't. To his right sat Monique Beauny. What a 
strange girl. She looked a bit shattered. He hoped everything would be OK 
and interesting on Wednesday. Better not sit next to her: she might think 
he was following her around. 

He just hoped none of the Escape Committee or the Moaners sat next 
to him, although he had to admit it was useless speculating. One of them 
always sat next to him at every meeting. Without any prompting from him 
they would whisper quite loudly a scatological commentary on anything 
any of the speakers mentioned, particularly if it was one of the 


Management, and more particularly still if it was Sandra Stevens. At least 
they vocalised their minds' obsessions he considered, giving them the 
benefit of the doubt. At least they were honest about it. But were they? 
Wasn't it easy to slip into all sorts of stereotypical reactions about the... 

“Old boy, you looked shagged. Got a hip-flask? And I mean hip.” Why 
did Kelvin talk like that? He knows it's crap. Clements's head of 
department slid into the seat next door. “Christ, what a bore. What is it 
this week? Cascading from the Management? Sandra by Starlight with her 
spaniel on a lead? What a load of shite. Wish I was in a reading with 
Margaret Atwood. Or even Tony Harrison, come to that. Why do we put up 
with it? Why don'tcha walk out in the middle and show us all the way to 
the Radical Revolution, old bean?” Kelvin's mock high-class chat was 
already beginning to pall, and he'd only been sitting there for two minutes. 
“You look a bit glum, a bit tired around the edges, mate.” 

Clements stared at his feet. Why could he never think of something 
witty to stem the flow of Kelvin's aggressive chat? 

“Well, all I know is that if I fall asleep, you're gonna have to stop me 
snoring, old son. I've had it. Year 11 up to me armpits, quite appropriately 
in the circumstances.” 

The room was becoming louder with weary, meaningless 
conversations with those sitting next to the wrong people, wanting to be 
somewhere else. Everybody had half an eye on the Head, as he rose 
uncertainly to his feet. 

“Can we make a start?” His voice was unheard by it seemed everyone 
except Clements. He tried to look interested and in the Head's direction, 
but Kelvin's voice was still buzzing in his ears. 

“., .SO I took the bastard to one side. Didn't have the heart to tell him 
his poem was crap. I mean, who writes about love or death any more? The 
slick subversion of sliding postmodern values mate, that's the ticket to 
recent poetic fame. But £3.50 per entry? Cost you a lot of money to break 
through properly, just to catch the eye of the judges. . .” 

“Colleagues! If you wouldn't mind referring to the material on your 
chairs for a moment, before we start. . .” Still not many people were 
paying any attention. A bit like the classroom, thought Clements. He 
remembered that Dennis Brading hadn't taught for a couple of years. Had 
his classes been this chaotic? Sandra Stevens was giving her usual glassy 
grimace to most of the first two rows. Clements hadn't seen any ‘materials’ 
on his chair when he had sat down. Quite a few people were now 
searching under their seats, some, observed Clements, in a rather over- 
acted, sarcastic sort of way. Well, it was obvious he hadn't put the stuff out. 
And soon it was obvious to Brading also. 

“Ah...” he spluttered. Ms Stevens looked slightly pleased, despite 
herself. 

“I think, Dennis, the photocopied pages from the manual are on the 


table.” 

“Ah! Yes, thank you Sandra. . .ah, ladies and gentlemen, if you could 
bear with me one moment.” To the sounds of various colleagues uttering 
mock groans, Brading passed round copies of his document, giving too 
many to one side of the room. More exasperated mock-comments were 
raised as the half of the room without copies beckoned to their neighbours 
to pass on the bits of paper. This is a typically chaotic classroom, thought 
Clements. Why do teachers have to immediately act like stupid kids when 
put in this situation by a very mild bit of disorganisation? Because it's 
straight after school? His eyes were drawn away from the flustered Head 
to the window on his side of the library which looked out over the patch of 
concrete in front of the bus stops. Kieran thingy and Clare whatshername 
were having a quiet smoke while waiting for their 27A to Foster's Quarry. 
They looked very grown-up he mused, even with their school uniform on. 
Sixteen, well seventeen now, in the sixth form with one and a bit more 
years to go. Would they survive? Would they get married eventually, even 
after the inevitable separation of university life? Would they stop smoking 
in later life? Would they. . . 

“Right, well I'm sorry about that little organisational blunder, folks.” 
Oh God, he's trying to be friendly, cringed Clements in embarrassment. 
No, anything but that! And then realised he was thinking like a sixth 
former. He had become too dependent on their humour to sustain his... 

“Well, my part of the meeting is actually just to pass you on to our 
guest speaker this afternoon. . .” Evening, it feels like evening. It's so long 
since the beginning of the day. Clements, get a grip on your thoughts. 

“So without further ado, I'd like to introduce Sandra, who's going to 
introduce you...” a little nervous laugh here, “to our expert on Health and 
Safety, Charles, eh Charles...” He searched rather idly around in his 
notes, and Clements noted with increasingly sympathetic alarm that 
Brading had forgotten the surname (and first name too, as it happened) of 
the speaker. A nightmare of teachers everywhere, he concluded, that fear 
of losing the vital lesson plan, the thing that will hold your lesson with your 
year 10 fruit-machines together in at least scream-denying sanity. But 
Brading seemed to have found what he was looking for. 

“., although I would like to say, before I do this, that I have a couple 
of quick admin announcements. . .” 

“Oh Christ” Kelvin groaned. On his other side, Clements noticed that 
‘Brian' Phelps, the RE teacher, had stealthily crept on to the chair next to 
him, after having arrived late. Just my luck, a Moaner. They always sit next 
to me, always. It wasn't long before Phelps, whose real first name was, like 
Clements, John, but who was known universally, by the staff at least, as 
‘Brian' (after an obscure diving legend of the 1960s) began his usual 
running commentary on the proceedings. It was always just above the 
minimal level needed by the person sitting next to him to take notice and 


then be distracted from the actual meeting. Clements had often wondered 
whether the Moaners did it to attract attention to themselves in some 
weird way - a sort of adult version of the annoying behaviour of some 
student attention-seekers in the classroom - or whether they suffered from 
multiple personalities, or maybe it was some other more subtle 
derangement, or indeed whether they were just simply being bloody 
awkward for the sake of it. At least Kelvin shut up once a meeting started 
(unless he was chairing it, of course). 

“First of all then, a note about the use of Blu-Tak in the school. . .” 
Brading lumbered on about the habit of members of the lower school 
requiring them to steal Blu-Tak from the bottom of posters on classroom 
walls and use it to modify the aerodynamics of their paper planes. This 
habit had actually started in the previous winter term, at least six months 
ago, but he had only just realised this. Most staff who had once used Blu- 
Tak had long ago abandoned it in favour of double-sided tape. 

“.. and lastly, it gives me great pleasure to introduce Sandra who 
will introduce our guest speaker George, ah, George Morgan.” Does he 
realise he's repeating himself more and more? Is he going senile? 
Clements's mind was a ferment of doubt about his Headteacher. 

“Thanks Dennis.” Sandra Stevens's long patience was finally 
rewarded. She offered a barely-concealed pitying look at Brading before 
sweeping on. 

“Tonight” she corrected, “our colleague from the Health and Safety 
Committee at Town Hall, George Morgan, is going to give us the benefit of 
his considerable experience in dealing with the problems associated with 
‘leadership off-site. . .' She was off on the Management Speak, several of 
her listeners groaned inwardly. “. . .some of you of course, know George 
from his days as a Youth Development Counsellor and further back, as 
Head of Careers at Westbrook High. But he's here tonight in his capacity 
as expert on Health and Safety Procedures. I'm sure you won't need 
reminding that, with less than a week to go until our Activities Week - 
indeed two of our trips depart in three days’ time to exotic climes - we 
could all do to listen to George's advice. . .” here a withering look at 
assorted members of the Escape Committee, none of whom had organised 
any kind of activity and had been lumped in as miscellaneous ‘support 
staff’ to the more boring activities on site. How can she cow several 
different people into submission, in various parts of a room, with only one 
glance? Must be what efficient teaching's all about, wondered Clements, 
rather sarcastically. 

“Of course, by now all the necessary paperwork will have been 
completed and processed” she quivered, with another annihilating look, 
“and it's fortunate that George's advice need only be a reminder, albeit a 
timely and very necessary reminder to launch. . .”, here a further quiver, 
most noticeably of the considerable Stevens bosom, “. . .what I'm sure will 


be a very successful and profitable Activities Week.” Sandra Stevens sat 
down and glowed appreciatively towards the smirking Morgan. 

Clements felt a large gap in his mind between the certainty that this 
information about to be imparted would be useful to him and the sordid 
remembrance that he had relied almost totally on Atlas to arrange all the 
details. After all, he argued, he was only an assistant in all this, to be 
towed along to keep up the staff-to-student ratio. What did he know about 
surfing? His mental perambulations of early this morning seemed a month 
ago. Equally though, what did he really know about Atlas? There had been 
wild rumours concerning other trips he had supervised: the outing to the 
National Swimming Championships, which included several students 
getting ‘lost' in the largest shopping precinct of Sheffield for a few hours; 
that Outward Bound course in the Highlands and the drunken brawl 
outside the old mansion that served as a dormitory for the group; and 
perhaps most sinisterly for Clements's peace of mind, the previous year's 
surfing Activities Week trip which ended in a mysterious ailment for the 
bronzed PE teacher, which nobody who Clements asked (admittedly he was 
not very persevering in his enquiries) could identify. Moreover, he had 
recently started to have very bad feelings about the whole affair: Atlas 
hadn't been over-zealous in consulting with Clements about the 
arrangements; and Clements still hadn't found time to ask him. If only he 
had this lunchtime, he might not be feeling like he did now. He had 
assumed, rather naively, that Atlas had it sorted, though now as he looked 
across the library and saw him filling in the registers in his teacher's 
planner and seemingly oblivious to the whole concept of 'being reminded’, 
he couldn't help pondering on his leader's motives and sincerity. Did he 
give a toss about health and safety beyond the minimum? Surfing was 
supposed to hold a profound enjoyment for its practitioners who, to a man 
(and occasionally a woman) were deeply committed to the pursuance of a 
hedonistic lifestyle or rather the simplicity of 'riding the waves'. Was this 
compatible with being conscious of safety procedures? And what about his 
own singular lack of surfing experience beyond messing about last summer 
at the local beach on a boogie-board? All these thoughts, having gradually 
crystallised in Clements's tired mind in the weeks since he first said 'yes' 
to Atlas's proposal, now raced through his consciousness in the three or 
four seconds it took Morgan to stand up and glance around at the 
assembled staff of Foster's Green High School. 

“It strikes me” said Morgan bluntly, “that if you haven't got it right 
now, there's a fat chance you will have before you go off on your outings. 
So it makes my coming here sort of redundant.” His face took on the look 
of someone who, apart from not suffering fools gladly, could pretty much 
size up who was a fool on first impression. His crinkled, manly face swept 
across the room. Clements instinctively stiffened. 

“However, since you've asked me, here I am. Now the bits of paper 


the headmaster has provided for you this afternoon. . .” (“Teacher, it's 
headteacher, twenty years behind the times” muttered Phelps next to him, 
“bloody outsiders trying to tell us about stuff we've had to do for. . .”) 

“., .are the product of an attempt by me to summarise the main points of 
this little publication.” He held up a chunky file. “‘Health and Safety Off- 
site' was put together by me and two of my colleagues at Town Hall after 
consultation with various heads and youth club leaders. It's 
comprehensive.” A sneery look passed over his face. “But I doubt whether 
many of you have read it. So I prepared these notes you've got in your 
hands right now. If you look at page 2, you'll see there's an idiot's guide of 
the ten most important points. If you're an Activities Week leader and you 
read nothing else before you go, read this.” 

The list was terse and to the point. It contained references to 
hazardous activities like canoeing and sailing, staff responsibilities on 
delicate social matters like 'holiday romances’, the perennial problems of 
alcohol abuse, smoking and what Clements thought was an increasingly 
cliched term 'substance misuse’, the recent and potentially sophisticated 
use of mobile phones, especially in 'wild country’, and also a section 
labelled ‘Accident and Emergency Procedures' which took up about half 
the space and ranged from what would be included in the ideal first aid 
box to the necessary skills of bereavement counselling. It all seemed more 
than Clements could cope with. He couldn't help noticing that Atlas's 
copies of the papers were still lying in virgin state underneath his chair, 
though his weren't the only ones. He estimated that over half the staff 
were not paying any sort of attention. Perhaps they, like him but relatively 
openly, were wondering if, for once in their teaching careers, an after- 
school meeting would actually end on time. Morgan seemed to pick up on 
this too. 

“Now I know many of you here might not think you need this 
information. Fair enough.” He looked though, as if he held only pity and 
possibly contempt for this supposed group of no-hopers. “But I don't have 
to tell you that in these days of the free-market economy in education, a 
school's reputation rests on how well it serves its clients.” Clements could 
hear Phelps's muttering increase a notch at his reception of this heinous 
word. In fact the level of his voice had been at a fairly constant volume 
since Morgan had started speaking but had now risen to a dangerously 
embarrassing rumble which others around him were picking up. Christ, it 
was one thing to get caught sitting next to the old Moaner, but at least you 
felt out of it if you were two or three seats away: he could practically hear 
Kelvin's brain waves warping this out to the assembled ethers. 

“.. .S0 you will be well aware that for a school like yours, whose 
results haven't been top-of-the-league for a while”, a furtive look from Ms 
Stevens to Brading at this point, “you need to rely heavily on the opinions 
of the parents and other potential customers of your extra-curricular 


activities. A disaster would be a. . .well, disaster at this time.” Clements, 
who was becoming more and more alarmed as his mind considered about 
fourteen variations of the Surfing Disaster Scenario, thought that Morgan 
had finished, on this rather limp note. But he hadn't. 

“So it only remains for me to say that I wish you the best of luck, and 
if there was an eleventh point added on to summarise my ten-point scale, I 
would say it might advise 'common sense at all times'. Common sense is 
very uncommon,” he added cryptically and sat down abruptly. There was a 
slight silence and a few desultory and embarrassed coughs before Sandra 
Stevens stood up. 

“Well I'm sure we all would want to thank George for using his 
valuable time to speak to us today. It only remains for me to say that, as 
you are all aware, I am the Base Contact for all messages during Activities 
week. I'm sure you will agree with me that we only want messages of 
positive success and achievement during this time and that our students 
should be a credit to us all. And now I hand you over to Dave who's going 
to cover item three on your agenda: year 11 concern meetings and the 
associated outbreak of gas-tap abuse in the Science Block.” 

Clements's grasp of the reality of the meeting began to lose its grip, 
as it always did after about 25 or 30 minutes. He noticed that the two 
smokers had moved on, having presumably now caught their bus. For what 
seemed like an eternity, the year 11 head tutor droned on about the 
increasing recreational use of the Science gas-taps among the more 
disaffected pupils of year 11. A culture of gasmen in the making. He used 
the time to ponder the significance of Morgan's eleven points in the light 
of Atlas's profile. It wasn't promising. 


4: Monday evening 


That evening around 8 pm, Clements was sitting at his desk, still 
wondering what to do about contacting Atlas. He had finally approached 
him at the end of the staff meeting (which had finished 20 minutes late) 
but had been brushed away with a derisory “don't worry, I'll let you know 
chum” before Atlas had turned to one of his real chums, the muscular 
female Science teacher Anne Haddaway, to discuss the probability of a 
presumably illicit curry at the Raja Singh the following evening. Clements 
hadn't liked to play gooseberry in this probably adulterous interchange. He 
knew full well that Atlas didn't get on with his wife Dorothy, or Dotty as he 
(Atlas) preferred to maliciously refer to her. But who was he to talk? 
Having agreed to meet the attractive Monique, who was still attached to 
the adorable Henri, he was in no moral position to quibble. So his mind 
ran. Secretly, he was pleased to be getting closer to her. He had admired 
her for ages, he now convinced himself. And what's a couple of beers 
between 20 chaperones? He found himself now staring in a fit of creative 
boredom out of the largest window of his cluttered flat. It overlooked 
Foster's Green High Street, the quiet end. A few people were walking 
towards the busier part, to the pubs and restaurants which made up that 
further end of the street, past the high street chains and the building 
societies and banks which occupied the central, expensive part. 

He hadn't done very well with the pile of marking in front of him. He 
had virtuously taken the assorted mess of blue exercise books (supposedly 
for rough work and students were always losing them) and pieces of 
scruffy A4 paper, which had been variously stabbed with compasses, 
become riffled with being projected out of folders and files and, in some 
cases looked as though they had been chewed by the family domestic pet 
(this excuse was indeed used by a fair proportion of them to explain the 
lateness, or indeed non-appearance, of the work) and had laid out this 
motley assortment into two separate piles: 'absolutely must be marked by 
tomorrow' and 'must be marked by Wednesday really, ideally’. At least this 
was how he made the distinction in his head. Old hands had told him that 
you either ruined your weekday evening social life by powering through 
the week, working a 12 hour shift each day (accounting for two hours off, 
approximately 5-7 pm); or ruined your weekend, by having to put ina 


pretty full day either Saturday or Sunday. A third alternative did exist, of 
not ruining either and additionally having proper lunch breaks, though 
Clements still supposed this was a euphemistic way of saying that the 
teacher was bloody lazy and probably incompetent. On the other hand, 
there were those, particularly in the Management Structure, who seemed 
to work both weekday evenings and all of the weekend. Or at least this 
was the myth, perpetuated by the odd comment from the hierarchical 
climbers such as Sandra Stevens, who didn't seem to have any life outside 
school. Clements had concluded that she must like it that way, although he 
was a little more circumspect about dealing with his own evasions: was he 
happy working the hours he did? In his second year of teaching with the 
first 'full working load’, he rather piously kept a full record of his working 
hours and was shocked into not attempting it again. Anybody - and this did 
include almost everyone outside teaching that he knew - who did make 
those snide remarks about long holidays and half-terms were sort of shut 
up when he paraded the stats. But it didn't seem to make much difference 
to their ensuing attitudes. Only if you were a practitioner did you really 
understand how hard it is. Clements himself was convinced that he wasn't 
a moaner, certainly not compared with the established Moaners of Foster's 
High, but he became depressed whenever he thought of the time-sacrifices 
he made. On the other hand, what would he do with this magical expanse 
of imaginary time? 

He spent a pleasant, then frustrating, ten minutes fantasising about 
exactly what he would do, but concluded it was a waste of time thinking 
about it. It was the old round of hedonistic pleasures: wine, women, song 
and so on. The five or six years he had spent assiduously chasing these 
elusive goals were but a blur on the memory nodes. And what had they 
brought him? Several disastrous endings to relationships, a lack of savings 
and probably a malfunctioning liver. Not much he could look at soberly 
with pride. 

This mode of reflection was getting him down. He determinedly got 
up, walked to the cooker and made himself a hot milky coffee (caffeinated), 
sat down and started the bloody marking. Just start now, finish at 10 pm, 
go to bed relatively early and be prepared for tomorrow. With a shudder he 
thought of his classes for tomorrow: year 10 fruit-machines, followed by 
his other year 10s (the huge though 'good' group), the year 9 hen-house 
group and then, last thing in the morning, a blessed free period. In the 
afternoon, a double with his A-level group and then last thing, another free 
since this would have been a lesson with his year 11, who by this time of 
the year had left after the summer exams. He swiftly ran over mentally his 
lesson plans for the day: supervising the poetry anthologies with year 9, 
introducing story writing with good year 10s, a bit of grammar (God knows 
what, he shivered) with the fruits, more Hamlet with A-levellers (sort the 
handouts) and trying to locate Atlas in the two free periods. 


But the more he considered this final item, the more he couldn't 
concentrate on the tasks in front of him. In the end he decided to plunge in 
and phone the man. What harm could it do? He looked up ‘Townsend, C' in 
the book. There it was. Not ex-directory which was a bit of a shock. Now it 
meant he had to phone him... 

The phone was picked up straight away. Clements almost made the 
faux pas of asking for 'Atlas' and realised just in time, that he resented 
being called that, by anyone, even the closest buddies - especially not 
them. 

“Yes?” 

“Oh. . .is that Charles?” 

“Yes. Who is this speaking?” 

“Ah. It's John here, John Clements.” 

“Uh, what can I do for you at this hour?” He seemed to be straining 
at the bounds of politeness. Clements remembered that it was now a 
quarter to nine. Was this the sacrosanct hour in the Townsend household? 

“Ah well, sorry to bother you at this late hour.” 

“Um” Atlas agreed. 

“.,..but I wondered if I could have a quick chat about the 
arrangements. . .you know, about the Activities Week trip. . .” 

“We could meet tomorrow. In my office. By the gym” he added, 


unnecessarily. 
“Ah you see, I've got a crowded day, and I've just had a look at my 
marking pile, and. . .” It all sounded very unconvincing, even to Clements. 


“Well what do you want to know?” Clements could almost see him 
glancing at his watch in exasperation. How could he tell him politely that 
he knew bugger all about the bloody trip? 

“It's. . .well, it's that I wasn't quite sure about what was 
happening. . .” he replied, limply. 

“What?” barked Atlas. 

“Well, for instance. Where we're staying. I mean, what the 
accommodation is like.” 

“You mean the caravans?” 

“Ah, I thought we were. . .” 

“No. You're thinking about last year, probably. Too much trouble with 
the landlady. No, it's fresh air excitement this year, laddie.” Laddie? Atlas 
seemed to be talking to a year 9 person, thought Clements. 

“Oh, I didn't. . .” 

“Don't worry, you won't have to share with the kiddies. We've got our 
own luxury job.” 

A whole new set of anxieties tumbled through Clements's weary 
brain. Sharing a caravan with Atlas? He hadn't bargained for this! 

“Ah, I see. . .” 

“And I trust you are familiar with the safety procedures. In case 


you're supervising them. If I'm not there” he added, as if to explain the 
situation fully. 

“Right, well. You know I haven't exactly done a lot of. . .” 

“Not necessary. Full-time instructors have been booked. As last year. 
Nobody drowned then.” A sort of hearty croak greeted Clements. “At least 
nobody we noticed. Got your own board?” 

“Well, actually. . .” 

“Not to worry. We'll fix you up. Pretty keen, these youngsters we've 
got. Should be competitive the whole time. No shirkers allowed on this 
one.” 

“So my lack of surfing experience shouldn't be a handicap?” 

“Not really, lad.” Atlas was becoming quite avuncular. “You can learn 
with the junior group. Some of 'em haven't had much practice. The only 
sixth form lad who's weak is, what's his name, Talbot is it? 

“Is that Ian Talbot? Blond hair, pretty skinny?” 

“They've all got blond hair chum. I wonder why that is?” God, Atlas 
was verging on the philosophical. “Anyway, he's useless, but insists he 
wants to come. Paid the cash, so we can't refuse really. Bit of a slacker, 
think it's the wacky baccy does his brain in.” 

“Quite” agreed Clements. “That's something we'll have to watch out 
for, I suppose. Substance misuse” he quoted. 

“What?” 

“You know, what that bloke Morgan was on about this evening?” 

“Oh him, don't take any notice of him. Wanker, first class. You don't 
want to take on board anything he says. What real experience does he 
have?” 

“Well, he was a youth leader for years, lots of trips abroad and stuff.” 

“Yes, but what does he know about surfing?” Clements admitted he 
didn't know the answer to this conundrum. 

“Exactly. Anyway, is that all?” 

“Well. . .” 

“Look, don't worry. It's all in hand. No problem. Been on loads of 
these outings. You just tag along and have a splendid time with the 
others.” Clements by now, felt about 13 and almost said 'Yes sir' in 
agreement. 

“Ah. . .there's just one more thing actually. When is it we leave 
exactly?” 

“Don'tcha know? Blimey. The coach leaves school at 7.30 sharp, 
Friday morning. Got your lessons covered?” 

“Well, actually no but. . .” 

“Get 'em covered laddie.” Atlas sounded like he had noticed 
something unsightly in the boys' showers. 

“Right, um so. . .I'll see you tomorrow. Er, thanks for the info.” 

“Right, chum. Good night.” 


Clements turned to the pile of marking in despair. He was totally 
worn out with his hectic day and his anxious phone call. And his coffee was 
sitting cold in the cup. What's the use of starting now, this late? he 
reasoned. 

With relief, he turned on the Tube. It was some relentless Northern 
comedian who had a thing about camp shopkeepers. Just this side of 
Political Correctness, while suggesting acres of on the other side of the 
fence, in your overheated imagination. Clements made himself another 
coffee and put his feet up. In ten minutes, he was asleep, the undrunk 
coffee on the table next to him. 


At about the same time as Clements was beginning to snooze his way 
to oblivion and a very uncomfortable awakening at about 3.15 am, Kathryn 
was gazing out of her window at the sunset in Foster's Jump. It was a 
sensational sunset and although Kate was not a fan of the 18" century 
French masters, and would undoubtedly be more interested in a Mondrian 
interpretation for instance or a Franz Kline (that is, they would never have 
attempted one) she could still fantasise about what one could turn it into. 
A metal canister showing 'views' cut from tacky 50s postcards of 
Bridlington or Cleethorpes? A fur-lined jacket made especially in day-glo 
pastiches of certain slants of the rays? A Kurt Schwitters-type collapsible 
teapot on an equally 'soft' tea-tray, showing versions of striped sunsets off 
the Normandy coast? A block of Joseph Beuys industrial margarine without 
any reference to a sunset? Damien Hirst's 'Sunset split in two with Bat's 
ears'? The KLF burning a million quids' worth of bought French 18" 
century masters’ landscapes? Her very capable and often too hyperactive 
mind drifted endlessly on its treadmill of thought. Often at these times of 
boredom, she'd phone someone. After all, she'd been very good and 
finished her History essay - dull, dull, dull. She hadn't watched TOTP, 
another good sign, and she'd written a letter to her pal Jasmine across the 
waters in Australia. She'd resisted the urge to tune in mindlessly and drift 
off on the airwaves of Radio 1's 'Evening Session’, but F Jump was too 
much, increasingly. Sort of chimes with Fuckin' Dump she thought for the 
thousandth time. Apart from a few mates, she wished to know none of the 
500 inhabitants of this wasteland of mock 18" century mill houses and 
smart suburban estate for the well-heeled socialite middle-class 
management of Foster's Green. Worse, quite a few of the teachers from the 
high school commuted in from the Armpit, as she styled the general area 
around the Jump. None of them stopped when they cruised past her 
standing at the bus stop every morning. Mind you, she would have hated it 
if they had stopped. She would have refused the lift; she guessed they 
instinctively saw that or she had been successful at vibing them out as 
they used to say, back in the 1970s or whenever it was. 

Well, who was it to be? Popkid or to give him his proper name Chris 


(or Kit if you really hated him)? Nah, he'd be out with his mates, 
pretending to be drinkers, at their local in the Green's high street. Jane or 
the Girl Who Thought She Was Caught In A Time Warp From 1976, as Kate 
preferred to address her? A bit of punk chit chat with the old 
anachronism? Nah neither, too heavy in the brainwaves and counselling 
skills for depressing tonight. There was a faint chance the Rob would be 
in, the interesting guy she'd met in the pub a few weeks ago, who would be 
male-modelling at the Life Drawing class in next week's Art Activity-cum- 
Exhibition. A bit dishy, and he was at least 25. Kathryn did admire older 
men. Ever since she could remember at school, she hadn't felt a thing for 
anybody in her year, even though as a July birthday babe, she was younger 
than almost everyone. Even boys in the year or two above, that girls who 
had any sense normally went out with, didn't really attract her. No, it was 
the men. Probably a source of future grief as well as in the present. None 
of the 'relationships' she had forged so far with these types had come to 
anything really. Just a lot of ultimately unsatisfactory French snogging and 
one or two occasions of pushing'n'thrusting which left her deeply 
disappointed. What was the matter with her? The fact that these incidents 
of a sexual nature were not related to the usual one-night things at parties 
that she had seen her older mates be dismantled by, seemed incidental. 
And yet she didn't want 'Mr Right' to appear for Christ's sake. Even her 
mother realised that one. Nothing for it but to put on the old Pulp CD and 
pretend again that Jarvis really sang for just her. What a fuckin' romantic 
she was! 

Just as she was about to commit the Costly Disc to the player, the 
phone rang downstairs. “For you Kate. A boy”, her mother added, almost 
sarcastically thought Kathryn. 

“Hi, it's me” said an unknown voice. 

“Sorry, who?” 

“Oh. Tim. You know, Tim Dunkley.” 

“Tim. What a surprise. How are you, duckling?” This was a term of 
endearment Kate used to what she termed Division 2 friends, those just 
this side of the borderline from ‘acquaintance’. She'd listened to his 
earnest destabilisations once or twice at parties or in the pub. 

“Since you ask, terrible” he replied. “Just been on the phone to me 
Mum. She's had a bad time with that wanker Brian she lives with. He's a 
fuckin' arsehole. This time it was physical as well as the usual verbals. I 
didn't know what to say. I felt terrible. It was horrible when she finished. I 
had nothing to say. I just felt empty.” 

Kathryn knew that this was a listening phone call. She didn't mind. It 
gave her brain a rest from its own turmoil at least. And she thought Tim 
was allright, so that helped too. 

“Doesn't she live miles away?” 

“Yeah, in London. That's what makes me feel so helpless. It's not as 


though I can do anything, you know, immediate. He's a fuckin' waste of 
time, that bastard. It's doing my head in. Listen, you don't mind? I couldn't 
think of who to phone. It sounds stupid, 'cause we've only talked a couple 
of times, but. . .” 

“It's OK. Talk away. To be honest, I was going to ring up someone for 
something to do anyway. You must have had a premonition!” 

“Well, it's a relief. I feel stupid when I ring people up like this. Mind 
you, living in a dump like the Quarry, you have to. Only old bids and 
budders here, like.” 

There was silence for a while. “What did your Mum do? Did she call 
the police?” 

“Kate, I thought you were bright. The piggies won't do anything. It's 
a domestic.” The last sentence was uttered in a sarky imitation of the Boys 
in Blue. “They always say they've gotta catch the real criminals, but that 
fuckin' Brian, he's a nutter. I've seen him in action. He's got a bastard 
record too. He's been in the nick.” 

“What for?” 

“Oh I dunno, thieving or something. He's a complete berk. I don't 
know what she sees in him, I don't. Their sex life I hate to think about. 
Shit.” This last was addressed to the telephone diary, which he had 
knocked off the hall table. 

“Just like Hyperion to a Satyr.” 

“Yeah, bloody right. Reminds me, have you done that reading 
Clements set? The Act 4 stuff?” 

“You know me, Miss Goody Two Shoes.” 

“Yeah, I forgot. You're so organised. I wish I was.” 

“That's 'cause you take too many of them drugs, sonny.” It was Kate's 
turn to talk in piggy tones. “Seriously though, it's none of my business, 
but. ..” 

“Yeah yeah. They all say that. I did think you were bright” he 
repeated. “Look, you're not averse to a bit of the old weed yourself. What 
you talking about?” 

“Sure, 'cause I'm an independent woman seeking counter-cultural 
alternatives to this alien Tory world of materialism. But that doesn't mean 
I've got to be airhead about it.” She regretted the remark as soon as she 
had said it. “Not that I mean...” 

“I know exactly what you mean. Along with everyone else. Again. 
God, I thought you were a bit different. A bit open. Though I was obviously 
wrong. Look, I do what I do because I want to. I don't give a fuck. And I 
get involved with stuff 'cause I got no alternative, I can't just 'say no' as 
the posters would have you think, Miss Shiny Eyes. It's the way I get out of 
it. Out of this stupidity.” 

“Look, I'm the one who's stupid. I'm sorry, but people that I know, 
who know you better than me, are always saying what a good bloke you 


are. I don't think you're stupid. You've got a bad situation, haven't you. I've 
got a stable home life, even though I hate my parents' guts sometimes, and 
we have arguments and stuff, and when they flid I get pissed off too. I 
don't know what it's like to be in your situation, but I guess it upsets 
people when they see you're talented and stuff and it's going to. . .” 

“Waste, yeah I hear that one too. I wouldn't mind so much if I was the 
only one doing stuff around here. But you know as well as I do. . .Why is it 
if you've got some talent, or are good at your school stuff, people always 
pick on you. Yeah it's allright, I know the answer. Look, I'm sorry, I'm just 
very pissed off myself. I'm just loading it on to you. Fuckin' hell, I hardly 
know you. Talk to me about something sane, for fuck's sake.” 

“Well”, Kathryn thought for a while. “Hey, didn't someone tell me you 
were on the Art Course next week? When did all that happen ?” 

“Oh yeah, now that is funny. I signed up with Mrs Adams just a 
couple of days ago. You wouldn't believe it. She actually dug out one of my 
GCSE pieces and brought it along to show. In the common room. A little bit 
embarrassing. But it was just to get me to do it. I hadn't signed up for 
anything and was about to skive off for a week, down the cemetery. Yeah, 
it's where I go when I'm not at school. It's peaceful. Anyway, I took one 
look at it and I thought ‘that's not bad actually’ and before I knew, I'd 
signed on the dotted line. What a nerve! Me in mixin' with all this Art 
talent.” 

“Yeah, though it's for beginners too. Or people just with an 
enthusiasm. You know.” 

“Well, isn't it for some project? The French department or 
something?” 

“English. Each of the A level students is in charge of a small group 
who are supposed to help paint an image of one of the Immortals”, Kate 
used Mr C's sardonic phrase to full effect. “You know Blake, Milton, 
Shakespeare, all those guys. It's Mr Malletson's pet project.” 

“Old Kelvin the Pelvis. What a plonker!” 

“The very one. You can be in my gang if you're very good.” 

“Miss! I'd be chuffed. So life really does have a meaning.” 

“Don't be stupid. Cheer up and all that. Be one of the girls.” 

“Thanks. And thanks for listening and all that crap. I'm so inspired I 
might turn up for English tomorrow. Do you think he'll go on at me?” 

“Mr C? Give us a break. 'Now then Tim, just how far are you 
prepared to go to defend this crazy notion of yours?' Know what I mean?” 
Her imitation of Clements was fairly accurate. 

“Yeah, I suppose he's allright. Might turn up. Might even do the 
reading. Make a change.” 

“We can't have you going all schizo on us.” 

“Suppose so. Anyway, Cheers for the ear. See you tomorrow. Maybe” 
he added. 


“Yeah. Toodle-pip old chap.” 

She put the phone down. She was shaking a bit. Nothing serious. But 
she'd felt it before, that time when Jasmine had that very bad asthma 
attack and she waited with her for the ambulance to arrive. But that was 
an actual emergency; somebody was seriously ill and well, might have died 
as aresult. But Tim, someone she didn't really know? Perhaps he was more 
upset than he let on. He could have been pretending that he was just mad 
angry, rather than plain disturbed. In a weird way, she thought of Mr 
Clements again, and a recent lesson when they had been discussing if 
Hamlet was really mad or just pretending. She remembered having said 
something to the effect of Hamlet knowing full well that he was in an ‘antic 
disposition’ even up till the end (which it seemed she was alone in 
thinking, embarrassingly). His was a sort of mad anger, the anger being 
the result (‘crystallisation' Mr C had said, or was it 'distillation'?) of 
Hamlet's frustration. She also remembered that Popkid, amongst others, 
had argued her down, saying that you couldn't tell for sure: Hamlet 
seemed to be about ten different characters. Mr C had remarked that it 
was the same for schizophrenia, some doctors said - a sort of multiple 
personality. Depending on how bad you were, the 'characters' in you head 
could take over at any time. If you were seriously bad, you had less control 
of who took over. And this might explain Hamlet's problem. Popkid had 
disagreed and said that Hamlet was just a nutter (half in joke, she had 
assumed). And she had felt like saying: isn't it the same thing? It was at 
this point that she had noticed Tim's reaction: he wasn't a person she 
normally noticed much in the class. He had a very fixed stare on Mr C as if, 
for once, he was soaking up the old wisdom, very unlike him but as if he 
sort of knew what the answer was. The only thing he said was that schizos 
are individuals and according to his Dad, who was a doctor and should 
know if anyone did, nobody had come up with any strong ideas on what 
schizophrenia was after all this time, so how were we going to in an 
English class? Kathryn thought at the time that it was merely a rather 
inept attempt to put down the class and, in particular, Mr C. Though in the 
shadow of this shaky phone call, perhaps the anger Tim felt was his own 
kind of madness. He was very unpredictable, after all. He had been known 
to really flid at one or two people who really weren't his enemies or 
anything near. And the stuff he took, it wasn't just the usual weed and Es; 
he'd take almost whatever was offered. And it didn't seem ‘recreational’, to 
use the adult word. Fairly random, but not experimental. Kathryn couldn't 
put her thoughts into coherent sense. It was a feeling about Tim's situation 
she couldn't touch, didn't want to perhaps. And that stand-up row he'd had 
with his Mum a week before she left with the ghastly Brian. She 
remembered him telling her when they first met. She had to listen to about 
half an hour of blow-by-blow details, when she really wanted to get talking 
to her mates at the bar. Afterwards she had felt sort of guilty that she 


hadn't listened, though not that guilty. 

Christ! What was the matter with her? He was just a boy with a 
speed problem, probably. What was it to do with her? Only that she was 
the one he had chosen to phone. But she couldn't even be sure about that. 
Maybe she was the first one he had thought of, not necessarily the 
important one, although people did have a thing about telling her stuff. 
She could think of at least six or seven examples, though usually she had 
put it down to the factor of drink. People became more open after a couple 
of drinks and said stuff they wouldn't normally dream of saying. She wasn't 
like that, she imagined, but that was her problem. Afraid of letting herself 
go. 

Well, she'd have to keep an eye on him next week at the Art Activity. 
Kathryn bloody Nightingale SRN, nurse to the stars. She almost felt a need 
to phone somebody else now, and tell them; protect herself as it were. 
Though wasn't that just offloading this news, gossip, on to someone else? 
She had some patience! 


Monique looked at her watch. Nine thirty. Was it too late to ring him? 
Would he understand if she said she couldn't be there? He can think she 
didn't like him, which was unfair. It was that. . .she didn't know. Well, this 
is a test. If he answers within ten bleeps. No, that was stupid. She wanted 
to go, really. She was afraid, she was honest. She liked him too much? He 
was sweet and not like many other English men. But how sweet? Enough 
to like? Enough to adore? She had thought about him often since that 
strange talk at lunchtime and about his hair. Stupid. She did not have 
enough time to guess what his reasons were. Maybe he was just another 
man, looking for comfort in sex, maybe he was not sincere. But she was 
lonely, after all. Some company is no harm. 

No, I'll ring him. She picked up the phone and punched the numbers. 
She let the tone ring eight or nine times and then put it back down. 
Clements stirred in his drowse but didn't hear enough. In his dream the 
shopkeeper bared his chest and his belt was designed in neon that rippled 
twice every three seconds. Someone was trying to tell him 
something. . .the shopkeeper closed his shirt and continued stroking the 
cat. . smiling at the camera all the while... 


Popkid woke up very early in the night remembering vividly, for an 
instant, a very weird dream. He had been sitting in, of all places, a fire 
station, though the uniform he had on was vaguely military. And then 
suddenly he thought he had no clothes , but looked below the desk where 
he was sitting and discovered he had on old-fashioned Bermuda shorts - 
they were a single colour, bright red. He heard a babble of voices and 
realised he had to jump in the fire engine. Everyone else had on their 
proper uniform, though didn't seem to notice that he was dressed in the 


wrong gear or even that he was different. And then he noticed that all the 
firefighters were art teachers. It wasn't that either of the high school's art 
teachers were there, but that he knew that all this lot were, sort of 
telepathetically. It was almost as though he were an observer, not actually 
in the engine. 

The vehicle continued to rush through the traffic. At his side he 
noticed a phone on the passenger door frame of the fire engine. After a 
while he picked up the receiver. He was shocked to hear what he thought 
was Mr Clements's voice, telling him all about a fire at Elsinore, the 
famous Danish castle. Mr C was telling him to pass on the message, 
otherwise the castle would be burned down and Hamlet wouldn't be able 
to stage 'the Mousetrap’. If he couldn't do that, the end of the play could 
not be written and all those millions of people who would have read 
Hamlet and been incredibly delighted and influenced and shocked by it 
and changed their lives because of it wouldn't now have the chance. It was 
a cosmic thing. If he, Chris, didn't relate this message, the course of world 
history would be affected in a significant way. He must tell them! 

Popkid immediately tapped the shoulder of the fireman next to him. 
The man turned round and he saw, in horror, that it was himself but older, 
and his face was covered in blood. It was his ghost, but undead! The man 
looked at him very intently and then, as if nothing had happened, turned 
back round and stared out the front of the windscreen again. 

By this time the fire engine had reached what looked like a beach. 
Everybody jumped out and Popkid could see with mounting horror that 
there were two people in the water drowning, one older man and one boy, 
though he couldn't see either of their faces. But it was clear they were 
drowning, The firemen rushed down to the beach, though instead of taking 
rescue gear, they carried easels under their arms and started setting them 
up on the stones. This proved to be very difficult, as there was no level 
surface. The easels kept falling over. Then at last, most of them were set 
up, and the firemen who were really art teachers set about capturing the 
scene in very Slow, laborious detail, some in watercolours, others in oils. 
Popkid rushed around shouting at them but no words came out of his 
mouth, no sound at all, in fact. It was doubly bad that he wasn't telling 
them to rescue the man and the boy and also that he was trying to tell 
them that taking photos would be much easier and time-efficient. One part 
of him couldn't believe the other part was so crazy. 

After what seemed like hours, the cries of the two bathers gradually 
ceased, though the echoes of their terrible voices still seemed to 
reverberate in his head. Then he looked round and they were standing 
behind him, smiling. But there was something about them that wasn't real. 
They reminded him of the bloody face of the man in the speeding fire 
engine. Slightly sinister and ever-so-slightly out of focus physically. They 
both started laughing and pointed out to sea. There was a ship on fire. All 


around the outside of the ship the edge of the decks were shaped like the 
battlements of the castle. He had a mad intuition to run after the ship as if 
the waves were solid. But instead he found himself floating in the air and 
again trying to tell all the firefighters that something amazingly important 
was happening, this time that he was able to fly and that no-one else could. 

He hovered for a while and then decided to fly out to the ship. He got 
there in a second and discovered he had a huge paintbrush in his hand 
which was capable of painting several different colours at once. He felt as 
powerful as a god, a creative genius that could transform the Elsinore ship 
back to normal in seconds. But as he tried to use the brush as a sort of 
huge hosepipe to quell the flames, he realised that the more he tried, the 
more the flames leapt up. He was painting flames! He couldn't help 
himself! And now no one would hear about Hamlet and it was all his fault. 

He woke up with a start. He was sweaty and remembered all the 
details of the dream for a split second before his mind collapsed in on itself 
and sought the comfort of the pillow. Back to sleep, no more dreams, he 
half murmured. He slept on until 7.15. 

His Mum called up the stairs. “Time to get up, Chris!” 
5: Tuesday morning 


It wasn't so much the traffic fumes belching out of the rush-hour 
cars, vans and lorries that put Clements off. It was the palpable fact that 
about five times a minute he came near to searing blood-splattered death 
as one vehicle or another deliberately - he felt - drove past within a couple 
of inches of his mudguard. He could almost hear the leering remarks made 
by passenger to driver about the stupidity of attempting to navigate the 
dual carriageway, which made up most of the distance between Foster's 
Green town and the leisure complex that was the high school, on such an 
out-of-date article as a bike. Motorbike certainly, moped maybe, but 
mountain bike - you must be joking, pal. Clements didn't usually have any 
prejudices against women drivers, or drivers of any particular type, but it 
seemed uncanny how many of the female gender seemed merely not to 
notice him, although he had the feeling that male drivers were more 
aggressive in their deliberateness to scare the living shit out of him. 

Though of course these fanciful notions didn't have any time to 
percolate through the brain of Clements while he was actually engaged in 
riding: they only occurred to him while he was changing out of his jogging 
stuff into the jacket and tie later, on school premises. All he could do while 
he was on the bike was survive; he even offered up a few atheistic prayers 
on those occasions when he really thought his time had come. 

And all because of his environmental idealism! He had given up the 
old Renault he had driven for four years, ever since the beginning of his 
teacher's training year, to make the air a little cleaner for others. Well, 
perhaps it was really because of some creeping idea that he was putting 


on a bit of the old middle-age spread and needed to tone up without paying 
the exorbitant fees of local gym membership. Well OK, he couldn't afford 
the running of a car without losing a lot of other creature comforts. 
Confession time: the banger was knackered anyway. 

At least he wasn't as environmentally freaky as that mad Mossman. 
Jesus, the day that he told Clements that he didn't even use the small gas 
heater in his bleak bedsitting-room because of adding to the breakage of 
the ozone layer, he (Clements) flipped over. This was in January after all, 
when he had first talked to Mossman seriously (who had begun teaching at 
Foster's the previous September). Amazing bloke. Apart from having a 
beard that stuck out practically horizontally from his chin - hence the 
student-induced nickname - he was always trying to lecture everybody 
about their wastage of energy. The fact that Mossman's jumpers and 
jackets were all suspiciously slightly green in colour and odour too 
(presumably because the damp in his room was never banished by any 
form of heat) only added to his attractiveness in the eyes of the student 
taunters. Almost any time Moss ventured out of the English office or his 
teaching room, the corridors would echo to the low chants of “Mossman! 
Mossman!!” in that football terrace howl only dedicated abusers of a 
teacher's self-esteem could emit. 

Clements wondered why he was thinking of Mossman while he was 
changing. Oh yes, he had to see him about a couple of kids he taught who 
never seemed to be in his (Mossman's) classroom. Not that it was his job 
to enquire after one of the results of his colleague's incompetencies (Kelvin 
should be dealing with that, although he didn't): but the kids kept hanging 
around his own door, blowing raspberries and sighing orgasmically. Not a 
great help when attempting to teach year 10 fruit-machines. 

What else did he have on? Well at least he didn't have to see Atlas 
about the surfing trip. Best to avoid him and leave all the arrangements in 
his masterful hands. Kelvin he had to see regarding a myriad of small 
items: re-setting of year 9 into 10 next year, writing a bit more of the 
English staff handbook (a publication that had been at the same stage of 
‘being written' since well before Clements had arrived); he also had to 
return some of Kelvin's poems. This bothered Clements quite a lot, since 
the material was obscure in the extreme and he didn't know how to 'reject' 
them without seeming either patronising - which he didn't feel anyway - or 
bewildered, which he certainly did. Just return them with a few written 
comments: Kelvin would no doubt read them out at the next department 
meeting and smirk at Clements in a meaningful, elitist way, put on his 'TS 
Eliot face' and sigh. Perhaps a quick verbal “OK, I liked them really”. 
Though he knew that wouldn't satisfy Kelvin. He'd have to know what 
Clements thought about all of them before he was let off the hook. And he 
hadn't read the second half of the batch and none of that awful long thing, 
was it 'the Maggot's Tooth'? Maggot's something, anyway. One of the 


impenetrable mysteries of the universe. 

As Clements mused, he looked around him. The gym changing rooms 
were beginning to fill up with all those staff who, like him were cycling to 
school and who wished to change and/or shower before school began. 
They looked a pretty unhealthy lot, he had to say. There were also a couple 
of blokes who arrived dressed in their suits and ties and strode right into 
the classroom. Did they never sweat? He himself was soaked in it and he 
knew that one of these guys cycled twice as far, and undoubtedly quicker. 
Sweat was a mystery to him too, along with Kelvin's post-modernist works. 
Why was it that some people, himself included, oozed the stuff even when 
they weren't supposed to, and some others could stretch languidly, without 
the tell-tale signs? He probably had some rare illness or disease creeping 
on and this was one of the symptoms, thought hypochondriac Clements. 
Just as he was beginning to get depressed, in marched Atlas, looking 
bronzed and as fresh-as-a-daisy after his 18 mile race in from his country 
headquarters. He stripped off to the buff in about six seconds and leapt 
into the shower. No philosophical musings there. Is that why he has so 
much energy: no thought processes worth talking about and all-action 
instead? Clements felt doomed to be always analysing the minute details. 
What were the advantages of being an intellectual after all? Still, he 
wouldn't want to swap minds or bodies with Atlas. This was a consoling 
thought; indeed it was this type of reflection which kept Clements going 
most of the time. 

Right, on with the old uniform. Blue shirt, stripey red (nondescript 
pattern) tie, non-distinguishable trousers and the tweedy jacket. It even 
had Malcolm Bradbury elbow patches. Clements had finally succumbed to 
the regular male teacher uniform after two years of avoidance. He didn't 
want to look like a stereotype, let alone really be one. But it had come to 
pass. How did he let himself be one of the crowd and abandon his 
individuality? Still, he didn't even think about it much these days; it used 
to cross his mind every bloody time he put it on, though no longer. He was 
part of the 'Wallpaper' - at least he was considered a bit more normal by 
the kids now, a more Proper Teacher. That was worth a lot of energy not 
lost. 

A quick glance at the watch: 8.25, another 15 minutes before the 
start of the school day. He knew that the time between now and 3.20 
would be a complete blur of nonsensical and manic activity. Every working 
day he tried to mentally brace himself for the onslaught. He was too 
bloody sensitive for this job. A very consoling idea. He needed all the 
consoling ideas he could get in the next seven hours and beyond. 


As he walked purposefully to his form-room door, there were already 
three or four students waiting to see him. They were obviously in 
competition. 


“Sir! Sir! I've done it! It's here, look!” A tall year 10 girl. 

“Thanks Natalie...” 

“I said I would.” 

“Yes, eh...” 

“You said I wouldn't. . .sir!” 

“Well no, what I actually said, Natalie, was. . .” 

“Anyway I did. Sorry it's a bit skanky sir, but the dog. . .” 

“Yes. I can see. . .” Clements eyed the, literally, dog-eared bits of 
paper with distaste. 

“But Sir, it's all there!” 

“You see, unfortunately Natalie, the deadline was, well, three weeks 
ago now and I'm afraid that. . .” 

“I spent two hours on it last night Sir, oh please. . .” 

“T'll put it in the reserve pile, but I can't promise.” 

“Sir, I spent. . .oh c'mon Tash, it's no use with Sir.” Natalie walked 
away, leaving Clements to face an increasing number of pleaders. 

“Sir, that thing I was going to do.. .” 

“Thing', Paul?” But he already knew what it was; he felt obliged to 
ask students to re-define 'thing' most times, to make them be more 
specific. Trouble was, students were often under high nervous pressure 
when confessing to homework failure. Their speech lapsed into 
indefiniteness. 

“Yeah thing, Sir, you know, the thing we were meant to do. Well, the 
printer on my computer...” 

Clements rolled his eyes heavenward. “Not the printer. . .again, Paul. 
You know I'm a cynical old bore, like most teachers, who only believes 
what he. . .” 

“Yeah but Sir, right, it was working till last night and then. . .it 
wasn't”, he finished, rather lamely. Blimey, thought Clements, they don't 
even let you complete your cliches these days. 

“Hi!” shouted Angela, his English department colleague, as she 
walked past. “Um, can I borrow your keys? Seemed to have left mine at 
home. In a rush. Kids were awful. Only got them to school at the last 
minute. Think they're at home. The keys. You know.” Clements didn't 
really, but searched around in his pockets. 

“Here you are. I'll be in there” he said, pointing to the room. “Oh wait 
a minute. . .” He realised he hadn't opened his own door yet, but she was 
gone. Also it had been a bad move to lend her the keys; she was a 
notorious non-returner and loser of her own possessions - and others’. 

“., .but it's crashed Sir.” 

“What?” 

“The computer. The printer. I had it all written down. I spent three 
hours on it last night. I missed ‘the Bill'” he added, as if to not only 
upgrade the imaginary work above Natalie's mere two hours, but to try, 


vainly as it happened, to make Clements feel sorry for him. 

“As you know Paul, the deadline was last. . .” 

“Yeah but Sir, I'll get it to you tomorrow, I promise.” 

“How can you promise if you don't know whether your printer will be 
mended?” However, Clements had already given in. Paul he could trust to 
hand in work in fairly regularly, unlike the vast majority. 

“Sir I will, trust me!” 

“OK, but tomorrow or bust.” 

“What Sir?” 

“Oh never mind. See you tomorrow”. Clements dismissed him and his 
friend. Why was it they always have to turn up with a friend, when settling 
delicate student-teacher problems? Natalie had two with her. The fear of 
isolation? Moral support? Two against one? 

“Sir, you're late!” One of his own year 10 form was frowning 
accusingly. Was he joking? 

“Problems with the bike” Clements lied. 

“Sir, I saw you!” This usually meant at the weekend. 

“Did you Marcus?” 

“Yeah, in town. Saturday” crowed Marcus in triumph. “In a car!” 

“Yes.” Clements had learned never to get into these conversations. 
Some students loved to know every detail of your private life, particularly 
if you were single. Types like Marcus, however, just wanted his attention, 
if only for a fleeting moment. “Yes. I was shopping.” 

“Oh. . .I don't think you saw me, Sir.” 

“Sir, can we go in? We've been here ages.” 

“Sir! I've got your work, Sir. Look.” 

“Yes David, hold on.” How many replies to students had the words 
‘hold on' attached, while you dealt with someone else? 

“Just as soon as I get the keys back. . .” 

“Sir, you know you shouldn't have given them to Her.” 

Clements had to stride up the corridor, followed by several students 
who still wanted to see him urgently, to Angela's room. She was battling 
courageously to read out the form notices under a barrage of 
miscellaneous noise. 

“Oh, sorry John. I mean Mr Clements.” It was a convention, 
acknowledged by students and teachers alike, that you didn't address 
another teacher by their first name when students were around, although 
of course in practice all the students who were interested in that sort of 
thing (a small percentage) already knew. 

“No problem” said Clements, who now had the problem of wading 
back through the students who were waiting for Mossman to appear and 
surging deliberately back and forward to make his and the following 
students' passage more difficult. 

“Sir! I have done the work, it's just that. . .” 


By the time Clements arrived back at his own room, most of his form 
were in an untidy mob outside. The bell, deafening, since one of its 
outposts was directly above his door, tore through the noise. 

“Sir! You're late. . .again”, chimed in another voice. 

“Sir! Are you putting on weight?” 

“What's the notices today Sir?” 

“Well I haven't looked in the register yet. . .” In fact he wasn't even in 
the door yet. He squeezed through the final few bodies, who always 
positioned themselves directly in front of the door, to make it more difficult 
for him to enter, every morning. He must get there early, in future. 

They all bundled in after him. One or two threw bags most of the 
length of the room. He guessed it was some sort of zany competition to see 
who was the most. . .what, he had never figured out. 

The students who were still following him about homework crowded 
round his desk. They all started speaking at once. 

“Look” said Clements. “I can't see any of you now. Come break at 
break. Or lunch.” 

“Can't at break, Sir. Got a detention from Mr.. .” 

“Sir, got a basketball practice. . .” 

“Mrs Newsome wants me to. . .” 

“It's up to you” said Clements. “I'm with my form now and. . .” 

They slowly trailed away after one or two more attempts to 
communicate, in various guises of surliness. He momentarily had the 
thought (for the thousandth time) that you actually waste more time trying 
to save time in school, than if you were trying to waste time or God forbid, 
actually communicate properly. 

“Sir! My note”, enigmatically. 

“Note? Oh, absence note. Thanks Billy.” As he reached for his pens, 
he realised he'd left his red one in the English office. “Just a moment.” As 
he walked out of the room, he bumped into Kelvin. He was still being 
followed by one or two students, from his own form this time. He had no 
idea what they wanted. . .yet. 

“Trouble is old fruit, you make yourself popular. You've always got 
hordes of kids following you about. They lie in wait for you on every 
corner. 'There goes that incredibly popular English teacher Mr Clements’ 
they say. You've got no right to make yourself popular you know, and 
actually you suffer in the long run. Not that it's any of my jolly old and 
stuffy business of course, but treat 'em roughly, that's my motto.” The kids 
following Clements were looking at Kelvin in mock consternation. They'd 
heard it all a million times from old Mallethead, as Kelvin was (kind of) 
affectionately known throughout years 10 and 11. He was so weird, you 
never knew where you were with him... 

“Boy!!!” screamed Kelvin suddenly. The 'boy' in question, actually 
Leiana Smith, a girl but with indeterminate gender, hair, clothing and 


attitude, jumped about two inches vertically. “What is that you have on 
your jumper. A caterpillar?!” 

Leiana looked faintly worried, “What, sir?” 

“You heard me. Don't pretend. It's some sort of heavy metal emblem. 
Some indication that you subscribe to the cult of the Iron Maiden no 
doubt. Is it enamel or simply shiny plastic? In any case, it's not allowed. 
Take it off.” 

“But Sir, my friend. . .” 

“Boy, I don't care or want to care. Off.” Smug satisfaction, as another 
small victory loomed. “Or if you don't care as well, then I can add it to my 
son's burgeoning collection.” Although Leiana hadn't caught the long 
word, she knew that he probably meant he was going to confiscate the 
badge. Clements started edging towards the English Office door. 

“Ah, of course John, I was wondering if you had perused those empty, 
yet charming vignettes of postmodern delight that I had flung your way.” 
The poems, thought Clements. Christ. 

“Well actually, Kelv-, er Mr Malletson. I was going to bring them in, 
but. . .” He was talking as if HE hadn't done the homework, which in 
reality, he supposed he hadn't. Kelvin was even looking at him that way. 

“Well, we grafters at the anvil called intention must be patient. Our 
oeuvres must yet be completed. We are in the flux”, with a steady look at 
the badgeless and shortly to be tearful Leiana, “but not of the 
mainstream.” The students started to drift away from this weirdo. 
Clements suspected that was the way Kelvin liked it. 

Clements found the red pen and re-entered his room. Kelvin, form- 
less as Head of Department, strolled nonchalantly past him to his own 
office, next door to the general plebs' English office. Ten minutes of the 
fifteen minute form period had already gone by. Wasted again, thought 
Clements. 

He hooked the register out of the bag. As he was doing so, out of the 
corner of his eye he saw that two of the boys seemed to be engaged ina 
fairly serious battle over what looked like a book. This didn't fit into any 
preconceptions Clements had about 14-year-old boys and books, 
but. . .Over the top of the overwhelming noise of kids shouting their early 
news, gossip and re-hashings of yesterday's ‘Neighbours’, he managed to 
make himself heard by the two boys: “Philip! Wayne! What are you doing?” 

The boys kept on pushing each other. Just as Clements was preparing 
himself for a really good shout to attract their attention, Natalie Driscoll 
(another Natalie), who always sat in the front of the class next to 
Clements's desk, enlightened him. 

“Game Boy game, Sir. Philip borrowed it, but Wayne isn't lettin' him 
keep it anymore. Philip's a scav”, was the final judgment. 

“Er thanks, Natalie. . .er if you don't want me to confiscate 
that. . .er. . .game, I'd...” 


It seemed to be enough to calm the boys down. They both glared at 
him, with aggrieved looks. 

“He's a scav, Sir” tried Philip. “I just want my game back.” 

“I'm borrowing it for a week, Sir” said Wayne with emphasis. “Not 
two days.” 

“I said four days. Bell-end”, Philip, this time more quietly. “Don't lie!” 

“Why do I bother?” muttered Clements under his breath. “Social 
worker, psychologist, policeman. . .” 

“Social worker this time, Sir” returned Natalie, helpfully. 

“Quite” said Clements. He couldn't resist a rueful smile. 

“Right, class”. He was lucky that the Game Boy incident had 
galvanised the form's attention. He quickly calculated that he had about 45 
seconds in which their their concentration would last before lapsing into 
form gossip mode again. In any case, it must be near the bell. “OK, a few 
notices today.” There was a general groan involving muttered “useful”, 
“clever stuff” and so on. “First of all, it seems that many students still 
haven't handed back the reply slips from their reports. Of course, if you 
don't return them, I will have to personally ring up your parents, especially 
those who are not coming to the forthcoming parents' evening. . .” He 
tried a Sandra Stevens sweeping stare, without any noticeable effect. Four 
of the lads were already starting a much more worthwhile conversation to 
his right. 

“At the moment, only four out of thirty-One of you have returned, 
So...” 

“Sir, I returned my slip” from William, the class creep who always sat 
as near to Clements as possible, sometimes tripping him up as he left his 
desk. 

“Yes William, you were the first to hand in”. General groans, 
particularly from the back. “And so if they're not handed back by Thursday, 
I'm afraid. . .” 

“But Sir, the other classes have got till Friday. It's not fair.” Meaning 
that you Darren, can afford to wait until Friday before forging your Mum's 
signature. 

“Some of them have, Darren... .” 

“Sir right, it's not fair right, 'cause my brother has got until next 
week, ‘cause right, he's not going on Activities Week Sir, and I have to. . .” 

“Thursday” said Clements. “I'm going on Friday.” 

“Who's going to take us, Sir?” This always seemed to be a burning 
question when Clements was away, for some reason. They also wanted to 
know - and if you knew the answer and told them, there would always be a 
uniformly dull groan - whether the teacher concerned was liked or not 
liked. 

“T honestly don't know”, and he didn't. It was obvious that not many 
more of the slips would come in. Clements estimated that close on half his 


form members never showed their termly reports to the parents, or in the 
case of 15 out of the 31 - a statistic that shocked his naivety when he first 
found out - never showed their single parent. It was usually a mum with 
usually a stepfather, though in many cases you couldn't count the 
stepfather, because they weren't interested enough. In fact it was often 
true that he didn't know one way or the other and was embarrassed to ask 
the kid for the details. 

“So Thursday or else. Two days.” he tried to sound fairly menacing, 
though he knew that the kids knew he simply didn't have the time to phone 
round 20 sets of parents. The solidarity of skiving triumphs again. 

“Sir, my Mum isn't in during the day.” 

“It's only Grandma and she can't hear properly.” 

“She'd shout at you too, Sir. She's demented” agreed Wayne's mate. 

“Sir, it's no use ringing my Dad, he don't like teachers.” 

“T'll bear that in mind, Stafford.” 

“Staff, sir. It's Staff. You said when...” 

“Er yes. . .Staff.” Clements still couldn't bring himself to say it, even 
after nine months of taking this lot as a form. 

At this point, the bell went for first lesson, very loudly. Half the class 
immediately rose and started to make a rush for the door. 

“Hold on!!” boomed Clements. “I haven't finished the notices. Sit 
down. Sit down! Asseyez-vous”. A note of irony crept into his voice. 

“Sarky already” said Wayne to his mate. 

“Aladdin what, Sir?” 

“Never mind. Look, there are two short notices”, as they finally 
settled down again. “If you are still not attached to a particular group for 
next week. . .er. . .see Ms Stevens outside her office at. . .oh. . .8.40”. 

“Sir, that was at the beginning of form period!” 

“Thank you Natalie. Yes, it was. Anyway, see her sometime today for. . 


“I gotta basketball practice at. . .” 

“.,.and if you have not handed in your health and safety or insurance 
certificates, again to Ms Stevens, you must see Mr Cordon at break time 
in. ..in. . .oh, it doesn't say where...” 

But by this time the level of noise outside as students made their way 
from form rooms to lessons was verging on the deafening and most of his 
own form were making their way out. Clements could also hear the 
enormous shouting voice of Andrew 'Pieface' Shaw outside the class, 
waiting to come in. He also realised he hadn't taken the register. 

“You haven't taken the register, Sir”, pointed out Natalie, with the 
merest suggestion of accusation in her voice. 

“That's quite right, Natalie. Run out of time.” 

“I could take it back for you, Sir.” Natalie was vying recently with 
William for the unofficial helpful student award (in her own mind). 


“Well you see, I need to fill it in first. . .” 

“Oh I'll fill it in for you Sir, I know who was here.” 

“Yes but, you see. . .” Clements could hear a chorus of “Cord-on, 
Cord-on, HARD-ON” swelling outside the room, the traditional student 
response to any mention, official or otherwise, of Neil Cordon's name. Also 
the response of Pieface and his chums: “Cord-on, Hard-on, BELL-END!!”, 
the ritual reply. 

“You see, it's the legality of the thing. I...” 

“Just give us your red pen Sir, I'll bring it back breaktime.” Natalie 
took the pen and the register from a secretly grateful Clements. “Done it 
about ten times this term anyway, Sir” she concluded. 

“What would I do without you”” replied gallant Clements. 

“Be a lot less efficient” was Natalie's verdict. 

By this time, the year 10 'Fruit-machines' had burst into the room. 
Well, some of them. This was Clements's ‘lower ability’ year 10 group, only 
two of which were in his form. A small and select group of 16, any amount 
of which could be away on any particular day. In fact, he was supposed to 
see them once a day, he could never escape them; but since the group was 
always different, with various kids absent, there were invariably some who 
would have missed the previous lesson. And always some who'd turn up 
late, often up to ten minutes late, after having presumably conducted more 
important business elsewhere. 

“Pieface, who ate all the pies?!!!” yelled Adam, his mate. 

“Adam, could you. . .” 

“YOU, YA TOSSER!!” replied Pieface. 

“Adam, Andrew. Could you please stop the shout. . .” 

“SIR!!” shouted Pieface. He was always here, thought crestfallen 
Clements. Why? Why me? Why can't he be ill at least, occasionally? 

The others started crashing into the room. Throwing bags on desks, 
loudly comparing football results from last Saturday, winnings on the fruit 
machines at their different local arcades, the strength of various arm- 
wrestling arms, the current state of their wholly imaginary love-lives and 
the colour of their mate Darren's skin (“nigger” according to Adam, 
“BLACK nigger” from Pieface). 

“Don't you wanna know who ate all the pies, Sir?!” Adam's voice was 
only slightly down on decibels from his former ear-splitting effort. 

“No Adam, would you sit down and.. .” 

“Don't bother then, Sir” said the suddenly surly Adam. “By the way, I 
can't do no work today Sir, busted me finger. Can't write or nothing. Look!” 
Adam thrust a disgustingly mangled and dirty bandage right under 
Clements's nose. It didn't smell quite as bad as he had expected. “Darren, 
Sir” he added, as if in explanation. Here was a chance for a real 
conversation, thought Clements. 

“What happened, then?” 


“Bloody trod on it. I was running out to him. Defence was scattered 
right, and I blocks him, brilliant tackle if I say so meself Sir, and the little 
wanker, excuse me Sir, he trod on it, just as I was getting’ up. Then the ref 
sends me off for swearin' Sir. It's not fair!!” Adam's voice had risen to a 
crescendo of heartfelt resentment. “Don't you think he's a bastard Sir, I 
mean what's your opinion?” 

Clements felt it was the longest speech Adam had ever uttered to him 
in one go, though he didn't think he would say that, to avoid any 
embarrassment. In fact he didn't have a chance to say anything. 

“IT'S NOT TRUE, HE'S LYIN'. I SAW IT” screamed Pieface, some of a 
hastily eaten Mars Bar issuing from his mouth. 

“Pieface, don't talk shit. It's Sir, he knows, don'tcha Sir?” 

“Yes Adam, I expect...” 

“SIR!!!”, from Pieface in indignation. Clements's voice had to rise to 
their levels. 

“Now!! Can you sit down and listen carefully. Darren, bag on the 
floor. Adam, sit down please. . .” 

“T can't do no work Sir. . .” 

“Andrew, put the food away. . .” 

“I'm not EATIN', Sir, it was BREAKF.. .” 

“Shut up Andrew. Wayne P let go of Kevin's bag. Wayne G, can you 
take your jacket off. Adam F, jacket please as well. Fiona, don't open the 
window there and could you tell David his flies are undone”, this last a 
slightly sarcastic comment on the Adonis of the group, who always fancied 
his chances with the 'birds’. At least once a lesson, he had to say to his 
neighbour Wayne H, that he had “shagged some bird”, usually a different 
name, just to spice up the conversation. This was always said at just above 
general noise level, to catch Clements's ear. He had learned to ignore it, 
probably at his peril. 

“Can you all please SHUT UP!!” finally roared Clements, his patience 
at the seven or eight minute late start beginning to lapse. It had the 
minimal effect of knocking the worst excesses off the top of the boasting 
and swearing, but the kids weren't really listening. They were still talking 
amongst themselves and pretty much ignoring him. 

“Allright, if that's the way you want it. . .” he ventured. This was a 
euphemism for an attempt at upcoming embarrassment for some of them. 
Trouble was, when all of them weren't listening, or they were all 
misbehaving in some way, you couldn't penalise one or two. Or at least 
Clements couldn't. He was still at that formative stage in teaching when he 
minded whether he was being fair or not, and these kids knew it and 
played up to it. There was a muffled chorus of “Come on, Sir!” and “Oi! 
Shuddup, Sir's talkin'” and “Asshole shuddup!” which increased the 
volume even further. 

“OK everybody outside”, still a controlled anger, reasoned Clements. 


Well done, to himself. He could so easily have let rip in an uncontrolled 
way and borne the brunt of their sarcasm and whoops of delight. Not 
today. 

They wearily trundled out of the room, some taking their bags with 
them. Some kids were protesting that they “hadn't done nothin'” and were 
the last to leave. Clements followed them out and made them line up 
roughly outside the door. He noticed, with alarm, that Mossman's first 
class still hadn't gone into his room. Where was the man? He was grateful 
he had his lot to worry about, without getting into complications with the 
dreadful Hubble. It was a consolation, albeit a smug one, that he could 
always, when knowing that he was teaching badly himself, think of 
Mossman's indescribably dodgy teaching methods and feel that at least he 
compared well enough. 

He ushered them in again, when they had quietened down 
sufficiently and he waited patiently while they shuffled, very slowly, back 
to their desks. Time for the controlled tirade. 

“You know, I've been teaching for three years as you probably have 
heard”, the voice high, loud, penetrating without being distorted. From the 
stomach not the throat, he always remembered on these occasions. “And in 
that time, I don't think I've ever been as appalled by a class's entry into a 
classroom. It is not a football field. It is not the football terraces. It is not 
the shower room.” David leered slightly at Fiona. “And I don't think it's 
funny. It's very sad that people, and I use the word advisedly, of your age 
should feel the need to act like idiots and use so little concentration. You 
know, teachers usually say their students' concentration is worse in the 
afternoon, but yours is as bad, if not worse, in the morning. I can't even 
blame it on the rubbish you eat and drink at lunchtime. Perhaps you eat 
rubbish at breakfast as well. And if you want to watch a video on Friday 
you'd better make sure your behaviour is of a standard I can tolerate, 
because if I can't tolerate it, no video.” It was the ultimate threat. How 
much longer could he continue to operate this one? He'd soon have to 
think of another ‘ultimate’ threat. But for now he was winning, just slightly. 
Attention span was nearly reached, so he'd better stop. “Rough books out. 
Finish the crime story. Deadline Wednesday week.” 

“Sir, Activities Week next week” said smartass Wayne T. 

“Wednesday two weeks” continued Clements swiftly, not missing a 
beat, although instantly realising that it was beyond the power of most of 
these kids to imagine more than a couple of days away from now or maybe 
the weekend from about Wednesday. That factor alone probably knocked 
work on the head for today. “You've so far managed to waste. . .”, he 
looked at the clock, “fourteen minutes of my lesson - you have 26 minutes 
left to make amends. Get on with it.” Always be pedantic with the time. 
The kids seemed to calm down a bit. Really, all that they wanted was for 
you to shout at them from time to time. It was a sort of weaker, but more 


sustainable, replacement for corporal punishment than the constant, but 
useless, threat of school detention. Though really really, conceded 
Clements to himself as he surveyed the group, not for the first time, most 
of these guys should be out to work, digging a ditch, being 'refuse 
operatives' or driving fork-lifts. Most of these boys (and this lower ability 
group along with all other low groups in English, and increasingly in other 
subjects, were always heavily populated by boys) had the bodies of men 
and the minds (and brains) of nine year olds. Let them slog away 
meaningfully with their hands all day, tire them out, and let them go home 
to their mums or wives (invariably replacement mums) and stuff the daily 
food down their gullets at the kitchen table, snooze off to the Box with a 
four-pack in the armchair, lurch through a bit of tired, boring sex and sleep 
like a log. Christ, I'm thinking like a rabid Tory without the euphemisms, 
admitted Clements to himself. 

“SIR, I CAN'T DO THIS” wailed Pieface. He was genuinely thick. No 
doubt about it. Oh well, here we go again. 

“Quite simple, Andrew. You have to write about 200 words, the 
beginning of a crime story with the elements I wrote on the board last 
time. You know, criminal such-and-such, a detective figure, the victim and 
a motive. And on your guidance sheet all the characters traits of the. . .” 

“Character what, Sir?” 

“Sir sir, are we allowed to swear in our stories. . .Sir? Sir!!” Wayne G, 
the most persistent of the no-hopers, always enjoyed winding up Clements. 
How many times had he patiently explained this? 

“Hold on Andrew. Look Wayne. . .” Momentarily the four other 
Waynes in the group glanced up. What a pathetic shame, thought 
Clements, trapped in a life with hundreds of other Waynes. A whole 
generation of dads who watched the zenith of Western B-Movie influence 
in this country and who still listen to their Country'n'Western LPs at home. 
“Look Wayne, imagine I'm your examiner and I'm a retired vicar or even 
worse a...” 

“Yeah I know that. You said that before, but can I use 'Shit', Sir?” 

“Well I hardly think that. . .” 

“There's loads in 'Shoot to kill’, Sir!” 

“Yes, but that's an 18 certificate film, and you're. . .” 

“Nah it's not Sir. It's 15. Wayne, you're a dick.” 

“It's a 12. You're the dick, Pieface.” 

“Anyway” Clements persisted. “It's different in America, Wayne. As 
you know, the 'S' word. . .” 

“WHAT YOU MEAN 'SHIT"', SIR?!” yelled Pieface. Clements thought 
back to that 'taboo language’ lesson he had foolishly given in his first 
proper year of teaching, when after being asked the exact same question - 
he was asked it by every group that he had taught crime writing - he had 
covered the board with all sorts of words pertaining to the 'S-word': 


merde, excrement, No 2s, poo, all the euphemisms. And then the day after 
read in the Daily Mirror about how an English teacher had been 
suspended for doing something very similar (one of the kids had gone 
home and told a very shockable parent). For weeks afterwards he lived in 
fear of the call to the Head's office. 

“It's in loads of American films Sir - 'Shoot up’, 'Kill cop’, ‘Blood 
fight’... .” 

“Yeah have you seen that bit in 'Blood fight' when the matey pulls out 
his knife and cuts this mate's eye out. It's gross. Really good, looks so real. 


And so it will go on and on. Clements looked at his watch: 19 minutes 
to go. Then the relief of seeing the backs of their grade 2 shaved heads. He 
retreated to his desk and let them get on with the real business of the 
lesson: the compulsive comparison of gross bits from straight-to-video 
movies. Sweet innocent youth of today. . . 


Kathryn was standing in the corridor outside her History class. It had 
just finished and she didn't have another class until the afternoon. Such 
was the hit-or-miss life of the sixth former. Sometimes she felt that there 
was just too much time to hang around. A lot of her mates simply did that, 
and then complained that they didn't have enough time to finish work. 
Mostly this was in the form of moaning to the softer teachers when 
coursework essay or art work were due. She had to bite her tongue so as 
not to sound too swotty, but it seemed to her that if you were organised, 
you didn't need to do much at home. Sometimes she was this organised 
person, when the emotional stuff or bad feelings about something weren't 
bringing her down to the level of mad depression. When that happened, 
nothing much else would happen. She didn't want to stay at home on days 
like that, it was even worse. At least in school there was a chance of being 
cheered up, despite yourself. 

And then if you were feeling normal or even happy, then it all seemed 
to be OK and you could work and get it all done without too much pain. 
She was as much into socialising as anyone, though she didn't need it to 
take over her life, like most of the sixth formers she knew and quite a few 
of her mates as well. Even some of those ones saw her as a swot. It wasn't 
like that; they knew anyway, if they were her proper friends, rather than 
those who just hung around because they thought they were Art Guys. The 
true Art Guy in her reckoning, was someone, although dedicated to Art in 
some major way, was also able to appreciate other aspects of life and hada 
fairly philosophical attitude to things, particularly the depression. This was 
something she wasn't very good at obviously, though she was trying at 
least. 

Her thoughts on depression as she sat in the common room waiting 
for inspiration, kept coming back to the phone call with Tim Dunkley last 


night. She found him a mystery for sure, because he didn't fit any of the 
categories she had invented for sussing people. He certainly didn't qualify 
for Art Guy status, he wasn't cool enough in the sense of being detached 
from problems and stupidities. He wasn't a Holy Fool either, far from it. He 
was as far from that pious and usually Christian minority as he could 
possibly be. He wasn't one of the sixth form Escape Committee, an 
expression she had picked up from Mr C when he had confessed his honest 
view of teaching types at last year's end of GCSE bash, when they had 
shamelessly spiked his drink with lashings of vodka. Had he ever realised 
how much spirit he had drank in those three lemonade-and-limes? Poor 
guy had to drive home afterwards too. Christ, she would never encourage 
that kind of stunt now. Mind you, she knew him better now, by far. His 
lessons were generally, pretty interesting and you could tell he had put 
some effort into every lesson, which was more than you could say of a lot 
of teachers. He was a phenomenal reader as well, something she strangely 
admired, not being able to stretch the old brain for more than half an hour 
at a time herself, in this direction. He seemed to have read every bloody 
classic book that was ever written, even though he expressed modesty and 
said that he didn't read at all these days, he was too busy being an English 
teacher. In a moment of weakness, he had confessed to the A-level class 
that not too many English teachers actually read anything substantial. It 
was a Shock to most of the class, though to her it fitted her theory that 
most teachers, except for the skivers - a large minority - were simply too 
knackered. Not that she felt too much sympathy. After all, they mostly got 
paid well for their efforts, despite their moaning. Well, it seemed a lot to 
her, but she was only a little sixth former who dreamed of buying CDs and 
leather jackets and drumming up a few pennies to go off to Art Exhibitions. 

Oh yeah, Tim. Well he wasn't a Moaner either. In the little experience 
she had of talking to him, he had always covered his tracks by apologising 
if he had said something out of turn, even when she knew he had imbibed 
a lot more of the Herb than was good for him. He wasn't one of the 
Adonises, that was for sure; his face had a sort of crumply, older-looking- 
than-he-really-was look to it, which did not endear him to the bimboids 
either. Was he a Drug fraud, someone who pretends they're out-of-it for the 
image rather than raising the old consciousness? She didn't think so, but 
maybe. . .Why did she care anyway? Perhaps she should seriously start 
thinking of how she could get a bit closer to Rob: he was worth having a 
think about. Dish-EE as her mate Darlene (not her real name) would put it. 
But did he have anything up top? Did he need to? Perhaps for once she 
ought to go for the guy that had something down below. 

These increasingly pleasant thoughts were interrupted by the 
entrance of Darlene herself, who was just about to ask Kate what she was 
up to, on her own like this. Kate countered with: 

“I was just thinking about you, fruitee. Coming to the pub tomorrow 


night?” 

“How can I? Dave's taking me to his mate's house. He's going to buy 
his guitar. Didn't I tell you?” 

“Yeah, I forgot. Well, can't you come along after?” 

“When they get talking music, well twiddling with their guitars for 
hours - tuning, whatever it is - the time flies. They must be enjoying 
themselves” she added sarcastically. 

“Come on Darl, you too can be independent. You don't have to be an 
appendage.” 

“A what? Sounds painful. Anyway, I promised.” 

“But you're an Art Guy. You can't desert us. And loads of the Surfers 
are going to turn up. You can't miss it!” 

“Yeah, but this is special. Dave would be upset. He would!” as Kate 
began to look disgusted. “Look, nothing personal, but you'd feel the same.” 

“What? If I had a proper boyfriend? I'd hate it. And you know it.” 

“Don't take offence. We're just in different situations, that's all.” 

“Sorry. I'm just a bit strung up today. History was bad.” 

“Old Fishface start touching you up again?” 

“Um, yummy, no! No gnarly, liver-spotted hands on the knee for about 
three weeks now.” 

“God! I'd have raised the roof if that happened to me. What a nerve!” 

“Well, I'm just a desperate, manless female, game for anything.” 

“Not with Old Todgers though. He must be at least 45.” 

“45! more like 55. I like the mature man, but not that mature! 
Anyway he means no harm. A shoulder here, a knee there, what's it 
matter?” 

“Yeah, but he could get told to sling his hook for that stuff.” 

“Look, he doesn't mean it. He's not a dirty old man. He's just dirty 
and old and a man. There is a difference.” 

“Not much! Anyway, I know one mature man you'd like to get your 
stickies on. A certain mature man you met in...” 

“Yeah OK. I'm trying to forget about that one.” 

“Why? Go out and get him, Miss Independent!” 

“Darlene, you're so subtle.” 

“Anyway, what's the matter? I'm sure the attentions of Old Todgers 
are not to blame. Stuck on a picture? Want to be at the Tate on sucha 
sunny day? Or perhaps in your little flat in Montmartre, by the flowing 
Seine.” 

“Lyrical Darlene! No, I keep thinking about this phone call that 
happened last night.” 

“He didn't ring you up then, the mature man?” 

“No. Look, this is serious. It was that boy Tim, you know Tim 
Dunkley.” 

“Oh, Mr Weed-and-Speed!” 


“Is that what you call him?” 

“My dear, it's what he's made up of, about 99% proof.” 

“Don't be daft. I'm sure he's a Drug Fraud really.” 

“You might be right. I get the feeling he's putting it on sometimes. Mr 
High-as-a-kite-and-mighty sort of thing.” 

Kathryn proceeded to tell Darlene all about Tim's situation, swearing 
her to secrecy. Though it turned out she knew more than Kate anticipated. 

“Yeah, this Brian bloke is a nutter, as Tim so accurately says, but his 
Dad's not all there either.” 

“He's a doctor!” protested Kate. 

“So? Did you know that doctors have got one of the highest suicide 
rates out of all the jobs and professions? Almost as much as stressy old 
teachers. Well, I don't know if that's true actually.” 

“So what's his dad done then? Tim hasn't ever told me about that.” 

“He wouldn't. If he had to admit Dad was a pill-popper, it would 
rather spoil his own notoriety wouldn't it?” 

“How do you know then?” 

“Can't reveal my source girl, but it's reliable. Someone who knows 
the family.” 

“It's gotta be his sister.” 

“Half-sister actually. But don't tell. See, his dad was married before.” 

“T didn't know that. Tell more O Oracle.” 

“Oracles are for the future aren't they? I'm not Mystic Darlene thanks 
very much. Anyway, that's his reason his wife's gone off him, 'cause he sits 
around moping about the first wife. She died. Car crash, I think.” 

“Died?” 

“Yeah, young. While Tim was a toddler. Tiny Tim, ha.” 

“So 'Mum' isn't Mum then?” 

“Only to his sister. She's four years younger, right? He got married 
again, in between.” 

“How do you know his sister?” 

“T know the whole family. Mum and Dad used to go to him, as a 
doctor. Until they found out.” 

“About the pills?” 

“Yeah, it's common with doctors. All that access to drugs. Turns their 
heads as they say.” 

“So why isn't Tim popping the pills then?” 

“Who's to say he isn't? But I don't think he does. Doesn't want to be a 
chip off the old block. Understandable really. Do you want to be like your 
mum?” 

“So he's reacted by getting into the new stuff. Es and all that.” 

“I don't know. I don't want to know. I hate all that stuff.” 

“Yeah I know. I do as well, if I'm honest.” 

“Why d'you do it, then? Silly cow.” 


“It's only once in a while. A bit of a smoke. I used to think it helped 
with the old paintbrush technique, though I'm not sure.” 

“Anyway, I wouldn't waste your pity on Tim Dunkley. He's not worth 
it. Think about someone more reliable and he might turn up!” 

“Mr Right? Give me a break Darlene. I thought you were bright.” She 
suddenly remembered that was what Tim had said. 

“Oh well, duty calls” said Darlene. “Time to ring the young man at 
work. It's his tea-break.” 

“You're stuck aren't you?” 

“True love, my poppet. Or as near as you can get with a football crazy 
musician. Why does he have to have two obsessions? As well as my 
curvaceous self.” 

“Curve off then to your phone call. I'm not jealous” she mouthed at 
the retreating Darlene. 

Well, it's off to the Art Room for a bit of Matisse-copying inspiration. 
They didn't mind her hanging about there in her free periods, getting on 
with her stuff. She usually chose her times well, so she didn't clash with 
some stupid lower year class. Today she was desperate for the old touch of 
inspiration-not-perspiration. She might even have a go at an outline of 
Blake in prep for next week. And Mrs A said she had some Life-Drawing 
stuff as well. She had her own copy of Blake's paintings, mainly the late 
watercolours. Kate hadn't seen them yet and was wondering if that was 
the medium suitable for her own composition. She could start roughing out 
some ideas, at least in pencil - if Mrs A had brought the book in. And then 
Eng Lit this afternoon with brain-cuddly Mr C and his funny sayings. He 
was quite cute in a sort of Heath Robinson way. Quite naive and innocent 
for a middle-aged man. Perhaps she could get him rattling on about Blake 
today. It would serve two purposes: distracting the class from the usual 
work - 'Brownie Points from peers for sharp Kate' ran her tabloid headline 
- and also she could get some much needed info on Bill B. Well, things 
weren't so bad. Patience is a virtue. 


. . .sweet innocent youth of today. My arse, thought Clements. 

“Sir, do we have to do this, it's so boring!” said Fiona in her 
wheedling voice, which she probably thought was sexy and thought- 
provoking. It wasn't a question but a statement. 

“'Fraid so Fiona. The government in its infinite wisdom. . .” 
“Innits what, Sir? God Sir, you don't half talk some rubbish 
sometimes. Is it 'cause we're thick and we bring you down to our level, 

like?” 
“Very perceptive Fiona, but not true. For one, you're not 'thick' 
and...” 
“Yeah yeah, you always say that Sir.” 
“It's true. You see. . .” At that moment, a large piece of paper flew 


across the room and hit Wayne's mate on the shoulder. 

“What the fuck! Oh sorry Sir. Who threw that?” A fierce argument 
then ensued about who threw what and how. Sickening, thought Clements, 
that at the very beginning of the one hope of a semi-serious conversation 
I'm liable to have in this lesson, some idiot has to provoke. . . 

The screaming of the bell broke into his reflections. As one, the group 
surged out of the room, tumbling over each other and scattering the usual 
four or five chairs to the floor. There was no point calling back anybody: 
they were all gone. Why did they rush so quickly to the next lesson's 
boredom? It wasn't even break yet. It was just the headlong rush of the 
sheep when frightened by a sudden noise. He suddenly noticed that there 
were about 10 to 15 bits of screwed-up paper on the floor, none of which 
he had noticed before, plus at least three paper planes. Surely he would 
have noticed these take flight during the lesson? Perhaps he had become 
inured to their presence, so blasé had he become. Fiona was still standing, 
packing her bag slowly. She had been the only female in the class today. Of 
the three scheduled on his register, she was often the only one to turn up. 
Many girls in the bottom classes were school refusers for one reason or 
another. Clements felt a strange kinship with her against the smelly macho 
bragging and angst of the boys. 

“Fiona tell me, you're a woman of the world. Why are boys so 
immature for their age?” 

“Sir, you ask me every week. You're as bad as me old Dad for 
forgettin'.” 

“You're right, but tell me again. I need to be reassured.” 

“Do you want the 30 second version, the two minute version or the 
ten minute version?” she replied, using one of Clements's stock cliched 
sentences, rather accurately he thought. 

“It's go to be the 30 second, I'm afraid. There are about 47 other year 
10s waiting outside.” 

“Your swot group Sir?” 

“Yes.” 

“Well Sir, it's like this. Most boys just spend all their time watching 
football, drinking beer and having a wank. No energy left for thinkin' and 
behavin' properly and seeing what's really happenin’, Sir. How's that?” 

“Very concise and witty, Fiona. Thanks for your wisdom.” 

“Now you're bein' sarky.” 

“Sorry, it's an occupational hazard. Don't you get fed up in this class, 
Fiona?” 

“What, 'cause I'm the only girl? Nah, it's allright. It's just somethin' 
else I put up with. I wouldn't want to be in your swot group Sir. Too much 
work.” 

“Sir!! Can we come in? We've been waiting ages out here.” 

“OK, come in.” 


“Bye Sir. Don't get stressed out. Not worth it.” What would become 
of Fiona? mused Clements as he let in the endless stream of his large top 
year 10 group. She'd either get pregnant sometime this next school year to 
some jerk like David, or worse an intelligent sixth former who'll lapse into 
plebian territory at some manky disco or rave; or more probably, do a year 
of 'Hair and Beauty’ at the local Tech College and end up as junior stylist 
for two years asking her clients where they'd been on their holidays all 
day, and then get heavily engaged to a bloke three years older than her 
who plays football at weekends to lower his testosterone levels. Her 
natural sparky intelligence would be quickly eroded by the endless round 
of washing, cooking and working. The marriage would degenerate into the 
kind of scenario he was imagining for all the boys ten minutes ago... 

“You allright, Sir?” 

“What?” 

“You look a bit phased. Messages from another planet?” This from 
one of the sarky science-fiction readers. 

“No, Gareth. Teacher stress.” 

“What? At ten o'clock in the morning? I'd see a doctor if I was you 
Sir.” 

“Sounds heavy” said Gareth's mate. 

“Read any good books lately Gareth?” 

“Yeah Sir. Right, there's this brilliant Russian called Yerblasenov or 
something, Sir. Right, he's got this astronaut marooned on Galaxy 
Andromeda or something right, and the retro-blasters have died on him. 
And he can't get back to the space-launcher 2000X series 'cause the 
boosters on his turbo retro-rockets have crashed, right?” 

“Yuri Blosenoff” corrected his mate. 

“Yeah anyway, what he does is right, he gets the wire-cutters from 
the power-pack on this brilliant spacesuit he's got on, it's got these kind of 
knobbly tool kits in all the pockets right, and he. . .” 

“Sir, is it right that Gareth is completely insane?” 

“Don't ask Sir that, Tim. It's too early in the morning.” 

“Why not? He's a teacher. He knows everything.” Only half 
sarcastically, Clements reckoned. 

“Anyway, he's got this wire-cutter, right. . .” But Clements had already 
been called away to at least three other crises of unwritten homework. 

“Why do I bother? He asks me a question, about Literature I might 
add, and then he walks away!” 

“Teacher stress” taunted his mate. 

“Disgusting. They should give them more money. Wouldn't have such 
big classes for a start. It's not fair right, he hasn't marked my last three 
pieces of homework. I don't know why I bother.” 

“It's 'cause you're a swot.” 

“Swot yourself, dickhead. At least I'm not a swotty spot.” All six of the 


boys at that table fell about laughing at the intentional spoonerism joke. 
Clements glanced up from his surrounding pleaders. Big laughter usually 
meant trouble but he could see this was good-natured. 

After speaking to at least five of the girls about the reasons why they 
were sorry they hadn't brought in their homework (five less to mark, he 
thought with relief) he walked to the white board. 

“Right today, ladies and gentlemen...” Relative silence: what a relief 
it always was with a top group, even if there are potentially 37 of them in 
each lesson. Four Lisas, three Kates and five Charlottes in this lot. 

“.,. .we're going to start a new essay title in the series ‘Argument and 
Discussion Essays'. You've already written two of these, or rather those of 
you who have handed in the work. . .”, he paused for emphasis, “. . .have, 
and so this final essay, although more complex and possibly more difficult, 
shouldn't present any problems. I have here, and I'll hand these out ina 
minute, some sheets with ten typical questions about controversial topics. 
Choose one for your essay. I want you to use all the research skills you've 
picked up so far in these lessons and present at least a 600 word essay. . .” 

“Did you say SIX hundred, Sir?” said several of the Lisas and some of 
the Charlottes. 

“Yes indeed. At least six hundred words, but this time incorporating 
both sides of the argument in a balanced way. With of course your personal 
view at the end. Objectivity: the key to success”, this last statement being 
a favourite Clements cliché to a group like this. What would happen if he 
said it to the Pieface group? Not much. “You will need your rough books as 
per usual, with a deadline of two weeks today, to submit in neat, on A4. 
Thank you.” 

“Sir, you've got my rough book.” 

“Sir right, you said I could have an extra week to do my last 
homework, 'cause I was ill and. . .” 

“Sir, what does ‘object. . .whatsit' mean?” 

“Sir, it's Yasbinov. It says here.” 

“Sir, we've done these questions before.” 

“Yeah sir, when we were in your year 9 group. Last year, wasn't it 
Charlotte?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Sir, you've got my rough book too. You haven't lost it have you Sir?” 

“Sir, my mum says if you can't find my homework book, she's going to 
ring you up or perhaps the head of department. . .Sir.” Oh God, Kevin 
Mullins, Kevin fuckin Mr and Mrs we'll ring the headteacher if you don't 
pay more attention to our son and turn his grades into As as if by fucking 
magic Mullins. 

“Sir, I think you've got my rough book, but I'm not sure.” 

“Sir, can I go to the library? This book should have back last week.” 

“Sir, can I go too?” 


“What's ‘graffiti’ Sir? It says here 'Is graffiti a crime or an art-form? 
Argue both sides of the question.’ Is that like painting Sir?” 

“Well. . .” 

“Sir, Mr Malletson wants to see you.” Kelvin was standing smugly at 
the door, watching the chaos. Lotsa classroom control and disciplined 
environment, old bean; Clements could practically hear the brainwaves. 

“Mr Clements, I'm so sorry to interrupt your fascinating postmodern 
communications lesson, but I have an urgent message. From our Mr 
Hubble.” Oh no, thought Clements instinctively. “Yes, it appears our Mr 
Hubble's dilemma is that his car has overheated in these rather humid and 
sweaty climatic conditions”, with a slight nod at Clements's perspiring 
brow and shirt, “and would rather like you to keep an eye on his year 9 
group until he arrives. I'm afraid there's no emergency cover today.” 

Clements remembered that Kelvin wasn't actually teaching this 
period. How to remind him? As if anticipating him Kelvin looked hawklike 
in his direction and several students backed off a few inches. 

“I was called out of a meeting especially to translate this rather 
enigmatic note from the Main Office secretary,” he spat this last word out 
as if it were a piece of overripe banana, “and so I hope you can spare half 
an ear on the group concerned and see that they don't become riotously 
inflamed. I've set them some work that I feel is adequate to their 
educational needs.” 

As he strolled nonchalantly out of the room: 

“That bloke is seriously weird.” 

“Corduroy trousers. He must be weird.” 

“Must be bloody hot too. What a...” 

“OK Damon, back to work please.” 

“Sir, I can't find my rough book.” 

“Sir, can I have some A4 paper to lean on? This desk's knobbly.” 

“Sir, can I go to the library? I need to return this. . .” 

“Sir, Lisa's not feeling very well. Can I take her to the nurse?” 

“Sir, are you sure you haven't got my rough book?” 

“When it says ‘graffiti’ Sir, is that like on the trains in London?” 

“No dickbrain, that's somethin' else. Graffiti's the spray stuff, isn't it 
Sir?” 

“That's what I mean, dimbo. Tell him Sir, he's thick as. . .” 

“Gareth, what it means is.. .” 

“Sir, will you tell Kate that this Blur poster is mine?” 

“Sir, why won't you let me go to the library? You let Lisa and 
Charlotte go!” 

“Sir, I can't do this Sir, right, it's too hard. You said you'd transfer me 
into a lower group. This work. I can't do it. . .” Oh, not two lots of tears in a 
lesson. I can't stand it. 

In the remaining 25 minutes of the lesson, Clements answered 30 or 


35 more similar questions and spent about five minutes of this time 
actually helping the students with the work they were set. He was feeling 
seriously tired when the screaming bell finally surprised him. It was the 
nominal break time. 

“Ts that the bell?” he mused aloud. 

“No Sir, it's the Last Trumpet of the Resurrection, Sir”, from the 
religiously disturbed Ainsworth, a spotty youth with a modicum of saving 
sarcasm. 

“Thanks, Ainsworth.” 

“Ainsy, you're a boff and a nerd, did you know that?” 

“Quite possibly, Gareth. Verily, I say Mr Clements must have been 
enjoying himself, for the time to passeth so quickly.” 

“You are bloody weird Ains, sorry Sir.” 

“T'll let you off this time, Gareth. Come and talk to me about 
Yasyerboff sometime.” 

“Yeah yeah, Sir. Come on, let's hit hypercanteen.” 

Clements sat down for the first time since school started that 
morning. Which pile to tidy first, or take a chance on being served a coffee 
in the staff room before the end of break? No choice, he needed a break. 


As Clements was walking out the door of his classroom, Chris 
‘Popkid' Wilkinson was walking into the sixth-form common room. He was 
thinking about a packet of 'Groovemaster' cheese'n'pizza flavour 'deep' 
crisps, the first dip into the cool waves on Activities week and why he 
couldn't seem to attract the attentions of any seriously radical but sexy girl 
who was also interested in surfing, as a girlfriend, roughly in that order in 
a cyclic rotation that lasted about 15 seconds per cycle. Time to snap out. 

“Matt, man! You're looking seriously out to lunch.” 

“What you on about, mate?” 

“Your expression is very dodgy, positively gnarly. Had History 
recently?” 

“Yeah. Matter of fact I have, just now. As you know” added the fed-up 
Matt. “Why aren't we all waxin' our boards down in Cornwall right now, 
man?” 

“Interesting question. Philosophically, I'd say. . .” 

“Oh bloody shut up with that fuckin' philosophy. You think that's cool? 
I'll tell you, I'm serious. I'm ready to blow. I've had enough of this place.” 

“Yeah? Tell uncle Chris all about it.” 

“Nah, not really. But I'm seriously wishin' for next week, man. Aren't 
you?” 

“Certainly am, old surfin' bud. . .” They were joined by Pete Sharpe, 
who was acknowledged as the No 1 surfer in the school, having been 
involved in many local events, including one where he gave the local cool 
man a run for his money only last month at the Drop Zone down the coast 


a way. 
“All set then?” he enquired. They both knew what he meant. 

“Yeah, can't wait for those wicked Cornwall waves” said Matt. “You 
went last year as well, didn't you?” to Pete. 

“Yeah. I hope the instructors are OK. Bit too much guitar-playin' last 
year.” He let this enigmatic statement hang in the air for a while. Kathryn 
passed by. 

“You all coming to the pub tomorrow?” 

“Yeah, should be good” they all agreed. “Here, who was that bloke 
you were chatting up last week?” Matt had been in the pub when Kate had 
met Rob. 

“Dunno much about him” she replied truthfully. 

“Except he's a dreamboat!” Matt mimed a girl clasping her hands in 
mock ecstasy. 

“Nerds, boys, dickbrains, all synonyms for the male species of 
human” countered Kathryn. 

“Don't count the cool Pete and me, the serious Popkid, in your sudden 
survey.” He was mock-offended. 

“As long as you each buy me a serious drink tomorrow, OK?” She 
smiled in a way calculated to mystify them further. Tim Dunkley bumped 
into her as she moved away. 

“Oh, hi!” He seemed worried. “Sorry about last night and that.” 

“No problem” she said. “Coming to the pub tomorrow then?” 

“Who is it?” he replied instinctively. 

“Surfer Kids and Art Guys. You've got to come since you're now an 
honorary Art Guy and need to be initiated into our secret rites and rituals.” 

“Sounds good. I might have to leave early. You know, bit of business.” 

“Don't tell me about it. Please. Anyway, see you there.” 

“Yeah cheers.” When she had walked away a bit, he called after her. 
“Hey! I'd read that bit of Hamlet. Bloody difficult, couldn't. . .” Then he 
realised several people were looking round at him. He walked off suddenly. 

“What's the matter with him?” someone said. 

“Mr Weed-and-Speed. Needs a check up from the neck up” replied 
one wit. It raised a laugh. 

“Seriously he's weird. Did you see him the other night, out on the 
High Street, spewing his guts up on the pavement?” 

“Yeah, chukka-chukka!” Kathryn had walked away, but she could still 
hear their snide remarks. It was more comforting to think of the possibility 
of Rob being in the pub tomorrow. She succumbed. 


Next door in the staff room, Monique was chatting to Derek Hubble, 
who had just arrived from his overheated car. 

“But you have only since last week bought your car, Derek” she was 
saying. 


“Quite right. I knew it was a mistake. It's Fate, with a capital F. I 
knew something would happen.” He was very agitated. 

“I am surprised you want to own a Car. Because of your emotions to 
the environment.” 

“Ah yes you see, that's what I mean. It was a total mistake really. It's 
a sort of sign I think.” She looked at him in a puzzled way. 

“How do you mean?” 

“Well as you know, Monique, I never try to waste energy.” Yes, she 
thought, I feel this is bad when I smell the. . .what? Ah, the wet? No, the 
damp. 

“Yes” she said. “Your explanations of the heating system.” 

“Well yes, you see it's vitally important to save vital energy sources 
by doing our bit.” She knew that he would begin one of his lengthy 
justifications of his own meanness. She had made the error of once 
accepting his invitation to a meal at his place. Apart from being frozen all 
evening (it was late November and cold as well, and the heating such as it 
was - a small paraffin heater - wasn't turned on at any time in the evening) 
she had to put up with practically uncooked Turnips a l'Anglais and a very 
suspicious-looking undercooked apple tart. “I use the cooker as little as 
possible: this hot food is in your honour you see” he had said at the time. 
She now tried to edge away by taking her coffee cup back to the hatch, but 
he was determined to remind her of the benefits of wind-power and the 
therapeutic advantages of black powdered toothpaste (not produced in an 
energy-consuming factory and packed in a re-usable metal tin rather than 
plastic). She thought she could see traces of it in his beard, along part of a 
cream cracker and some Marmite and margarine. He was definitely the 
least attractive man she had ever met and that included her two uncles 
and the greasy mayor of Morlaix. Mossman seemed to sense that she was 
edgy and changed the subject. 

“Enough of my obsessions” he chuntered. “What are you up to next 
week then? Snooker for Beginners perhaps or Textiles'n'Tapestry?” 

“T help Mrs Adams with the Art Exhibition. But not really helping; I 
am more like the student. I have painted the watercolour sometimes and 
want to learn about the oil-painting. Perhaps I will help to arrange the 
Exhibition with the frames also, and the design of the pictures in the room. 
I didn't know until since last month that the assistants had a need to help.” 

Well, that's the ethos of the school in a nutshell.” She looked puzzled. 
“Oh a nutshell yes, a very small thing” he added, unhelpfully. “Oh ethos, 
haha.” A bit of cracker landed on his lapel. “Yes, well the ethos of a place 
is, I suppose. . .” He rambled on at some length and finished with a flourish 
that sent his cup falling on to the floor with half the contents, some of 
which flowed round Monique's right shoe. 

“Oh, I'm most terribly sorry. . .” She sighed: three weeks to go yet. 
The compassionate Monique helped Mossman to feel less of an idiot by 


asking him about his contribution to Activities Week. She had heard most 
of it before, but since he generally talked very quickly, with confusing 
syntax and his ideas were mostly half-baked gobbledygook on the furthest 
reaches of ecology anyway, it was always helpful to hear it again; and 
besides, she didn't want him to feel bad about his clumsiness. He was the 
butt of most of the staff room's jokes: a sort of scapegoat and she felt 
vaguely sorry for him. 

“Yes you see, it's very exciting. We leave on Thursday for the exotic 
climes of Bulgaria. Terrible place for pollution of course; in particular, the 
agricultural implement factories in the Plovdiv region are notorious for 
their complete lack of concern for river pollution and their cavalier 
attitude to land deployment. But where we're going is very different. The 
beaches on their Black sea coast, particularly around Burgas, are 
delightful and are said to have been developed by the new regime in such 
a way that pollutants no longer harm the coastline in such a devastating 
way. Of course, one can't always believe what one reads in the literature 
(he was thinking here of the tissue of lies in the recent advertising feature 
that appeared in one of the English paper's Sunday supplements: 'Invest in 
Bulgaria' or some such). Monique had read the serious lead article in Paris 
Match just a couple of weeks ago which had branded the new regime as 
basically the same ideologically as the previous ones; the government was 
well known to be composed almost entirely of diehard 'ex' Communists, 
who were continuing to extort and bully the people in much the same ways 
as before. Mossman was beginning to warm up though. 

“You see, the new government wants to encourage a big tourist 
industry to show that they're not operating the same political systems. 
Open access in all areas kind of thing.” This last sentence completely foxed 
Monique. “I still think it's very brave of Dennis to plan such a trip. It's 
taken him over two years to put it together and he's put an enormous 
amount of time and effort into it. And now it's all coming to fruition. 
There's even a chance that we might be able to organise a return trip.” 
Dennis Brading had indeed put a fantastic amount of effort in, to the 
detriment of nearly all the other duties of a Head, was the general opinion 
around the staff room, especially among those who had their own axes to 
grind about available money, resources and staffing provision. Not that the 
trip was calculated to cost an awful lot of extra money: the price of the trip 
charged to the kids was supposed to cover. Though what of course 
happened was that very few of the students' families were able to both 
afford the money and have the necessary enthusiasm for such a dodgy- 
sounding initiative, particularly when they heard who was organising the 
thing and assisting on it. Suddenly having your children go to sucha 
strange and blackly exotic country with two disorganised and accident- 
prone teachers led many of the dozens of interested parents at the 
inaugural meeting in April the year before to abandon the idea in favour of 


Textiles'n'Tapestry or some other cheaper and safer alternative. Indeed 
‘Surfers’ Paradise’ picked up quite a few of these kids, much to the delight 
of Atlas Townsend, who was due to gain more credibility with each new 
‘client'. The Bulgaria trip was now only taking eight students. It had almost 
been cancelled altogether, but so much of the school's own money was tied 
up in it since Dennis Brading had painstakingly negotiated with the 
Bulgarian authorities themselves at the very start of his campaign - and 
those authorities could not - or would not - return the deposit money. To 
avoid complete humiliation, Brading had to take the remaining children. As 
it was, the kids did still outnumber the staff: Brading and Mossman were 
to be accompanied by the muscular Anne Haddaway since, by law, with a 
mixed-sex party, there should be at least one teacher of each sex. It had 
been a regular joke amongst certain members of the Escape Committee 
principally, that all three were of indeterminate gender in any case: 
Brading reflected this by the fact that he had no life outside to speak of - 
and nobody had ever seen his wife at any functions traditionally presided 
over by the Head; Mossman was said to have a girlfriend in his home town 
of Dudley by the name of Jan, though this was generally considered either 
a fantasy of his or a mental delusion of some other kind; and the muscle- 
bound Haddaway was their idea of the woman-who-doesn't-want-a-man 
stereotype, who is therefore obliged to teach Science. Chauvinism was 
alive and well at Foster's Green! 

Mossman was just about to embark on a further explanation of 
dredging facilities at the seaport of Michurin, to the south of Burgas, when 
the bell mercifully came to the aid of Monique. Her shoe was beginning to 
dry out and she thought it probably wasn't going to stain too much. She 
thanked Derek for his interesting conversation - she learned so much new 
English when she listened to him (a white lie) - and wished him bonne 
chance on his trip if she didn't see him before he left. At least, she secretly 
hoped she wouldn't see him before he left. Mossman then realised that he 
hadn't prepared anything for his year 9s next lesson and made a dash back 
to his classroom to sort out some appropriately ecological activity under 
the umbrella guise of 'English' for them. 


At the same time that Clements was walking out of his classroom 
door at the beginning of break, he was set upon by two more students, this 
time year 9s that he was about to teach, who wanted to know if he could 
glance over a rough draft of their newspaper on 'a Midsummer Night's 
Dream' homework that was meant to be handed in next lesson. He 
brushed them aside, telling them to see him in the lesson itself. But he 
hadn't got more than five yards down the corridor when he saw the 
caretaker's assistant, Phil. Here was a desperate opportunity for him to 
hustle. 

“Ah Phil, glad I've caught you, I wonder if. . .” 


“Is it about the door?” 

“Eh. . .no, it's actually. . .” 

“Cause we're doin' all the doors down here soon.” 

“Right, well no, it's really about the. . .” 

“Only I told Jim it wasn't possible to do 'em before the end of term, 
what with one thing and another, but he reckons it can be done. I dunno.” 
He shook his head forlornly. “What was it then, chief?” 

“Well, do you remember me asking you about the proposed shelves in 
my room. Quite a few times now.. .” He was trying to be polite. He 
remembered reading in the Times Educational Supplement (when he still 
had time to read it, as a 'probationary' teacher in his first year) that the 
two people you had to be friendly with were the Reprographics Assistant 
and the Head caretaker - it saved so much hassle, forget your Head of 
Department and the Year Tutors. But sometimes he did feel frustrated that 
none of the essential jobs (that is, that helped teachers teach) ever seemed 
to get done. He saw Phil and the other assistant occasionally lounging 
around in their office having a good guffaw (probably at the teachers' 
expense) but hardly ever saw the Head Caretaker, Jim, an important but 
ghostly figure around the school who figured, it would appear, only in the 
folkloric elements of the maintenance of Foster's Green High School, not 
its actual upkeep. He tried again. 

“Well basically, you see I need the space to put. . .” 

“Ah, have you told Jim? See, I'm just the navvy round here.” This was 
a constant saying or excuse from Phil. “I'm the underling see, he's the 
gaffer. He needs to know before I do.” He nodded significantly to 
Clements, as if he had passed on some essential tenet of the esoteric 
doctrine of Caretaking. 

“Actually, it's quite difficult to track him down. . .” 

“Don'tcha think we have the same trouble?” guffawed Phil. “He's a 
sly one and no mistake.” 

“Well. . .” 

“What you need to do pal, is to put it in the Job Book.” He 
pronounced the two words slowly and carefully in capital letters, as though 
Clements were a remedial year 7 student. Clements admitted to himself 
that he did indeed feel like this when being addressed by, and generally 
fooled by, the caretaking staff. 

“Yes well, I think I did. . .” 

“Of course, if you want me to look at it now... .” 

“Well no, I wouldn't presume to take. . .” 

“Orlright. Well look, as a special favour to you chum, I'll check with 
Jim the next time I see him, personal like.” After having given this great 
benediction, Phil smiled toothily at Clements who, in order to round off the 
conversation and get to the staff room quickly, said: 

“So what brings you down to this neck of the woods then?” 


“Oh, just a little job for Kelvin. He wanted some new filing cabinets 
for his office.” 

“Oh, I didn't know about that.” 

“Ah, Rush Job.” Phil tapped the side of his nose significantly. “From 
Up Top.” 


Clements finally managed to get to the staff room just as the bell 
went for the end of break. Even by school standards it was slow progress: 
just under 200 yards in about 18 minutes. Along the way, after his 
enigmatic conversation with Phil, he came across four other students 
needing clarification on homework, and two who were playfully beating 
the shit out of each other under the baleful eye of another science teacher 
he didn't know the name of, who was supposed to be doing corridor duty at 
that end of the school, but who was too busy looking baleful and also glum 
into his mug of tea to really notice. Clements spent a few minutes half- 
heartedly telling them off and threatening to contact the Year Tutor on 
their behalf. One other kid, swinging off one of the metal beams that criss- 
crossed the corridor, shouted at the top of his voice, rather joyfully 
Clements thought: “SIRREESBEEMUP!”, the four-syllable blurring 
equivalent of what was originally was probably “Please look Sir, he's 
beating me up!” But by now the morning was two hours old and after 
swallowing a quick hamburger at the school breakfast kitchen and a 
packet of E-number crisps and fantastically E-numbered sugary fizzy drink 
at the start of break, the kid was game for any amount of hyperactivity and 
associated shouting. Clements these days was a bit wiser than the 
Probationary version and generally ignored all hyperactivity unless it 
might be physically dangerous to his own person or Very Physically 
Dangerous for the kid concerned. It saved so much energy that way: let 
the year tutors sort it out; they were silly enough to apply for these jobs in 
the first place. He even went as far as to question one student's uniform, 
which he never normally did: what the hell! He did know the student 
concerned and a three minute conversation ensued about the various 
merits of four or five Premier league teams and their chances of winning it 
next year. This conversation was definitely worth it for the aggro saved in 
his lessons with this student. 

Finally the staff room door was reached. Several students were 
hanging about forlornly outside waiting for obliging members of staff to 
take their messages in to the people they thought they needed to see. In 
his hurry, Clements brushed them aside with the feeble yet truthful “I'm 
late!” As he entered, and the bell sounded, he caught a glimpse of 
Monique bending down to check her shoe. Mossman was walking away 
looking delighted about something. Nobody else was making much 
movement. Not many of the teachers actually responded in any haste to 
the bell for the next lesson, any more than the vast majority of the 


students, despite recent and constant not-so-subtle reminders from Sandra 
Stevens at staff meetings about the necessity of turning up on time to set 
an example to the ‘clients’. 'What would happen in industry?’ was 
becoming an ignored cliché, along with 'What would happen in a business 
meeting?’ as if there weren't already enough business meetings at Foster's 
Green. 

There was a moment, perhaps half a second, when Clements caught 
Monique's eye. Afterwards he would say that that's when it happened: that 
indefinable moment when everything was settled; everything that really 
mattered in his emotional life for the next long while was sorted in that 
look. Hers was a slightly different story, but then isn't it always so? It was 
a timeless moment too, without becoming metaphysical about it: ten 
seconds, ten minutes, a tenth of a second, ten years? Its reverberating 
effect would certainly last an incalculable amount of time for him. 

As she looked up, he was drawn to her : he had no choice. Possibly, 
several harassed communicators tried to make contact, but none 
succeeded. It was genuine and painful bliss, every step. 

“Hi!” was the slightly strangled total of his wit. 

“Hello John, I am very glad to see you”, the smile was radiant and 
genuine. 

“The English phrase I believe, is "Take me away from this madness!’ 
Look, I meant to tell you. . .” 

“Yes, John?” It was the French way she said it, like ‘Jean’. 

“Well, it sounds stupid but. . .” The inquisitive look, the expectation, 
the staff room gradually emptying, his own year 9 'Henhouse' bunch 
waiting outside his door. . . suddenly, it all seemed completely insignificant. 

“T just wanted to say that. . .” The smile, the quizzical look, he could 
look at her for a very long time.. . 

“John wake up, you stupid,” though she wasn't displeased. 

“.,.um, that I was really looking forward to tomorrow evening. Well, 
Iam.” Oh God, now you've said it, it's personal now, she'll object. What are 
you saying Clements, you fool! 

“Yes, so am I. It will be good fun, yes?” 

“Yes!” he practically shouted with relief. 

“You look as if fun would be a good thing for you. You are a little 
depressed, my friend?” 

“Just very very tired, I think.” He did suddenly feel exhausted, it was 
true. 

“You need to relax. You are tense also, I think.” 

“You're right, of course. Actually, you always seem right. This is a 
French knack” he replied stupidly. 

“Knack? What is this?” 

“Oh, trick of the. . .or um, you have the ability to. . .Christ I don't 
know what I'm talking about” he admitted finally. 


“You do need to relax.” There was a pause. “I'm looking forward to 
the pub as well. Maybe I'm depressed and tired also.” 

“It's been a long year. People here are very tense generally. And 
tired.” 

“Yes.” This conversation was going nowhere. It was fantastic. 

“Right”, Clements finally tore himself away. “Tomorrow at 7 o'clock?” 

“You will call for me, my gallant?” 

“Of course,” as if he had never thought otherwise. “Right, must 
dash.” He looked at her feet. “Um, your shoe, it's a different colour.” 

“Derek's coffee. Allons-y! Go! You have a class!” She was mockingly 
stern. Suddenly this seemed the funniest thing in the world. They both 
collapsed with laughter. The moment was over. Clements suddenly realised 
that Charles Townsend was at his shoulder. 

“Didn't want to disturb you” he said, with a trace of mocking irony. 
“Everything all right. After the phone call. Got everything taped?” 

“Yes! I'm leaving everything in your capable hands!” And he walked 
away, smiling serenely at a slightly bewildered Atlas. 


Clements wasn't quite sure what happened in the next lesson. 
Ostensibly, he was to stand in front of his year 9 'Henhouse' group, so 
named because of the apparent similarity between the noises emitted by 
this class and the equivalent racket heard in the local battery, not that he 
had ever been in one of course. It just seemed the best name. Not many 
other teachers that he knew were so various with group nicknames; in 
fact, he could recall only one or two bestowing any at all. Perhaps the 
others thought he was a bit weird, though nobody had said anything to his 
face at least. Also, when he had first started teaching and had begun to 
build the confidence to enable him to talk to young people in a fairly 
uninhibited way, he was faintly surprised at the lack of nicknames for 
teachers invented by students. Weren't they supposed to do this? Maybe 
he had too false a picture from his own childhood reading of school stories. 
Even the inventive swearers among his lower groups couldn't think of 
much more than “that prick!” or “what a bell-end!” Somehow their hatred 
seemed to be more powerful than a regard for the mot juste. Really the 
only ones worth remembering were 'Mossman' and 'Atlas' and he seemed 
to recollect that 'Atlas' was originally a staff coinage leaked to the plebs 
and that 'Mossman' seemed to be applied to almost anyone with a beard. 

Clements was sitting at his desk. After his initial peremptory 
commands to get on with the work in hand (various differentiated tasks on 
'a Midsummer Night's Dream’, in other words everyone was making a 
theatre programme with their fave film stars cut out and stuck opposite 
the names of the characters) the class had settled down to a desultory 
pattern of chat, cut and paste with occasional requests for PrittStick and 
scissors to be passed. They seemed to be ignoring Clements, though ina 


positive way: they were 'on task' at least, as the teaching manuals said. 

Clements had a strange thought: this class was actually quieter and 
more orderly than if he had been issuing commands left right and centre 
or had been touring the class, mingling and looking interestedly at the 
students’ work. Perhaps this is what the old lags called proper teaching - 
leaving the class alone to get on with it and settling back with a copy of 
‘the Sporting Life' or 'Foster's Press’. 

One of the many Matthews in the class looked up. He was a friendly, 
disarming kid. 

“Sir, are you allright? You're not as. . .well, not as loud as usual.” 
Clements answered him a good ten seconds after Matthew had spoken. 

“Has he gone? Is he on drugs?” ventured Matthew's mate. 

“Nah. Sir, you allright?” 

“Yes, Darren. Perfectly fine. Never felt better.” And he hadn't. 

“Never mind Sir, you'll get over it. Look, Sir's got a daydream!” 

Just you wait, thought Clements. One day - out of the blue. Coup de 
foudre. 

When the screaming bell went, Clements hardly noticed. Funnily 
enough, he hadn't noticed the kids leave the room either. Perhaps they had 
gone early. Never mind. They knew what they were doing, where they 
were going, little Pavlov's dogs, following the blind call of the bell. 

He stayed in the same position for quite a lot of his free period too. 
All those tasks he had planned for this particular slot seemed to be 
forgotten. The year 9 kids had even thoughtfully left their classwork piled 
on top of his desk. Out of 28 in the group, 15 had left their completed 
theatre programmes, a percentage of completion almost unknown in the 
annals of year 9 teaching. The chunky folders, made of cardboard on the 
outside and thin card for the various 'pages' loomed bulkily and threatened 
to fall over at any moment. Another ten inches height worth of marking 
that had to be done by the time he left for Cornwall on Friday morning. He 
really must tackle it tonight. Tomorrow he'd be at the pub do and Thursday 
evening he wanted to spend finishing his packing for the trip. Funny to 
think that in three days he'd be splashing in the Cornish waves. At least it 
would be cool in the water. The temperature was beginning to climb to the 
usual 80 to 85 degrees as it did every summer day now that the ozone 
layer was finally knackered and climate change was also putting the boot 
in. His shirt had dried out through lack of running around action though 
his body was starting to feel uncomfortable - for another reason. 

Does she really like me that much? How am I going to be with her 
tomorrow? Do I act cool? Can I act cool? Clements doubted his ability to do 
either, remembering his past track record. Though this seemed special. 
Was she making it so, for him? He experienced these thoughts now, but he 
had been thinking them in steady rotation since the beginning of the year 
9 lesson without realising, thus giving the front row of students the 


impression that he had become, for the day, a gormless fish. 

His reverie of romantic fantasy was rudely shattered by the sound of 
his classroom door being kicked in forcefully and the sound of maniacal 
laughter roaring down the corridor, from the throats of boys whose voices 
were just breaking: that horsey laugh that doesn't know whether it's high 
or low and gives up trying to prove either way. Clements staggered up out 
of his chair and glanced around the classroom as if waking from a dream, 
as indeed in one sense he had. 

He looked around to see Kathryn Jones standing in the doorway. 

“Oh, hi Kathryn. You caught me in a daydream I'm afraid.” 

“Food for the thirsty soul, Sir.” 

“Er, what?” 

“Inspiration? For some weighty journal entry?” 

“Well, it's been quite a while since I got the old quill out. I'm sure you 
do more. One of the paradoxes of English teaching. No time for creating. 
Or more darkly, no inclination, I suppose.” 

“Mr C, can I ask you something?” 

“Ask on.” 

“Well, it's a bit delicate. . .” 

“I'm in the mood for delicacy. Really, not ironically.” He motioned 
towards an empty chair. “It's a free period. No chance of being 
interrupted. Well, not more than usual.” The Goblin door-kickers perhaps. 
“Is it academic: work problem?” he asked, knowing it probably wasn't. 
Occasionally Kathryn had resorted to him for advice about work though 
she was, in his view, a very secure, independent girl who possessed 
quantities of confidence about her essay and book reviews which he was 
envious of himself. It was obvious that if she had the desire, she could 
make a good scholar, one far better adapted to the role of critic 
(constructive and otherwise) than he could ever be. A personal problem 
she hadn't brought to him before, but there was something about her 
hesitancy this time that spelled 'body language: uncertainty’ in a personal 
way. In any case, he had the time for her. He like Kathryn a lot, both asa 
student and a person, if you could indeed separate the two categories 
effectively. Whereas he could, without stroke of conscience, brush aside 
most students' problems as irrelevant to him, including a lot of sixth 
formers (they weren't always more mature or worthwhile of attention than 
their lower school counterparts) there were a certain number who he felt 
more than a passing affinity with. This was not unusual amongst the more 
caring section of the profession: those that saw their role as a vocation 
rather than a nine-to-five job. One of the great things about this ‘job’, he 
thought as Kathryn sat down and put her bag on the table between them, 
was that there were communications other than the assumed transmitting 
of knowledge that counted for something. To those teachers who did not 
see themselves partially as social workers and counsellors, this did not 


make any sense; but to those who actually liked most kids - 24%, a 
colleague had joked, not without seriousness - it was part of the ‘job’. 

“So, the surgery is open” he said, and then immediately regretted it. 

“Oh, it's not about me. I'm fine. Never felt less like a patient. Well 
most of the time!” She had to be truthful. “It's about a friend. And it's not 
one of those things you see on American sitcoms when the girl says that, 
and it's really about herself.” She was being a bit dogmatic, but felt she 
had to get the point across. 

Clements looked steadily at her. He called the golden rule of 
counselling: you listen 80% and talk 20%, this second figure a maximum. 
The simple formula served him well at times like this. Kathryn looked 
doubtful. 

“Yes?” he prodded. 

“Well, I got this phone call from a friend. And he was a bit upset. He's 
got a bad family situation, you know split parents and a stepfather.” 
Clements nodded. The stepfather syndrome. He dealt with it every day, in 
some fashion. Fifteen year old boys who had never been able to challenge 
their own fathers legitimately in games of skill, arguments, wrestling on 
the floor, sublimated all these essentials into over-the-top behaviour either 
with stepfathers if they were around, or with male teachers who might 
conceivably be old enough to be their fathers. He understood that he was 
entering this stage, by qualifying as a thirty-something. No doubt many 
boys unconsciously considered him older than his 32 years anyway, such is 
the distortion in youth between real age and perceived age. Girls of 
course, didn't always challenge in similar ways; their strategies were more 
varied, from sullen resentment to flirting and all the variations in between. 

“He's got a bad problem with it, Mr C. And somehow he's also into 
drugs.” She used the adult word in deference to Clements. She wasn't sure 
he would catch on the slang terms - block, wizz and so on. 

“The two things are connected, you're saying?” 

“Well, I don't know. You see. . .” The door crashed open and more 
maniac laughter did indeed trail down the corridor. Clements really should 
have raced after them for this second offence, which of course was 
intended by the louts, but he didn't. This was more important than some 
little twat's excuse for amusement on his way to a doss in the library. 

“Er, carry on.” A knowing look passed between them. 

“It never ceases to amaze me what those little brats find so funny.” 
She was toning down her language deliberately. “Are they so bored?” 

“Maturity is a funny thing. I mean it's a commonplace that girls are 
more mature, and at an earlier age too, though I think that gap is 
widening.” He was giving her time to rephrase the question about her 
friend. 

“T don't know, I mean I really don't know this person that well. I don't 
even know why I'm so concerned about him.” 


“A public concern rather than private.” She looked at him blankly. “I 
mean, that he's going to do something silly and embarrassing for other 
people as well as himself?” 

“Yeah that's it, though I'm not normally so public-spirited. I mean, I 
couldn't give a. . .well you know, about stuff that affects other people 
unless I know them well, but. . .” 

“A gut reaction?” 

“Yeah, that's it. It's just that I get a funny feeling about him. As if 
something's. . .” 

“Going to happen? Sorry, I'm finishing your sentences for you.” 
Breaking another golden rule no doubt. 

“That's allright! I'm not very good at finishing my own. I mean, I've 
mentioned this to a couple of people and they just don't understand.” 

“And you thought they would?” 

“Well, thinking about it now actually, I know they wouldn't. It's 
strange.” 

“Yes, but inevitably people don't understand what we mean. Because 
it's subjective - to us. Remember 'subjective'?” It was an adjective he often 
used in opposition to 'objective' in his A-level classes. 

“Yeah, but friends ought to understand. They think that if it's not to 
do with you, I mean the person that's telling them, it's not worth treating 
seriously.” 

“We live in a selfish age. I mean we're intrinsically selfish” 

“Intrinsically?” 

“By nature. Unless we make a big effort.” 

“But I don't feel like that all the time. Maybe that's why I feel weird 
when I don't feel that.” She smiled at the incongruity of the statement. 
“I'm not making any sense.” 

“On the contrary. Kathryn, you are a Very Sane Person who...” 

“Now you sound like Phil the Caretaker!” 

“You've noticed as well?!” Clements thought he had been the only 
one. How often did he not understand that kids had a sense of irony too? 

“Can't miss it. 'Young Lady, Please Stay Away From This Drill. You 
Might Get Hurt.' Very slowly. Might make a good teacher!” At that moment 
the door opened and a year 9 girl looked in. 

“D'you know where Miss Wood is? Sir!” she added quickly, as she 
imagined Clements's questioning eye. 

“Room M17, staffroom or eating lunch in the canteen” he replied 
automatically. The girl shuffled out. 

“Right. So what sage advice can I give you, from my long 
experience?” he said to Kathryn when the girl had disappeared. “What 
kind of misuse is he doing?” 

“Misuse? Oh, the dope. Well, I don't really know. Though he said to 
me once that it wasn't just weed or block.” 


“Marijuana, cannabis?” he had tried to keep up with the names, in 
theory. 

“Yeah. Maybe speed or I think his older mate, who lives in London, 
comes down with. . .well I heard him talking about crack, but perhaps he 
was boasting. Actually the main thing about him is that he's unpredictable. 
One minute he's a cool guy, the next a complete. . .” She was going to say 
‘wanker' but changed her mind: “nerd”. 

“Sort of pleasant-but-harmless trainspotter-type nerd, or a wankery, 
idiot, hysterical-type nerd?” 

“Um, 'wanker' I think fits it, Mr C. Sort of doesn't know what he's 
doing or acts like it at least, but really he does deep down, and is just 
blowing it. Badly.” 

Clements looked up with a question in his eye. 

“Not that I've seen him do anything really stupid. Though I've heard 
stuff.” 

“Do I know this person? No what I mean is, you don't have to tell me” 
he ended, confusingly. 

“You wouldn't say anything?” 

“Depends. I mean as a teacher, it's my duty to look after my charges 
while they're in school. If he was in my form, for example. . .” 

“He isn't.” 

“No, what I mean is, I wouldn't imagine you knowing any of my 
scruffy types! But if he was, then I'm supposed to look after them in a 
pastoral sense, like their welfare, and that might include out of school. But 
if he isn't, which he isn't, then the line stops at my classes and the 
question of whether the work is being done. And sometimes, social stuff 
impinges on that, problems at home make some students work less hard or 
less well than their potential suggests. So what I'm saying is that it's a 
grey area.” 

“What you're saying is that you can't promise to keep something 
confidential.” 

“Well supposing you told me, for example, and this is just theoretical, 
that your friend was bringing his stuff into school right, now I couldn't 
definitely say that I wouldn't report him to the Management, because in 
their eyes at least, that's a serious crime which, if made public in any way, 
would tarnish the image of the school. With all the consequences. But if 
you weren't sure, and he wasn't doing it anyway, and I blabbed to the Head 
about it, all that would be achieved is your friend would hate me and 
probably the rest of the staff, thus impairing his performance at school. 
And then if he was smoking the stuff on site and I didn't report it, because 
I had promised confidentiality to you, I'd get the blame if the shit hit the 
fan.” 

“So to speak.” 

“Exactly. And that's not even considering the fact that we have a 


‘duty of care’ to all of you, in our sub-role as ‘social workers’ as it were.” 

“Well in that case, I'm not telling you who it is, 'cause I think if he 
found out he'd do something unpredictable to me. Or you” she added. 

“Do you think you'll be party to any more information then?” 

“Well yes, probably, especially as a lot of people are getting fed up 
with him. There's been a bit of verbal going on.” 

“Bullying?” 

“Well, not so obvious, though I suppose if you're feeling nervous 
anyway...” 

“Quite. Well, you'll keep an eye on him.” 

“Yes, I suppose I might as well tell you he's in my Activities Week 
group, so next week will be OK, I should think.” 

“Don't feel you should be the only one, though.” 

“It's weird 'cause in a way I don't care. I mean, what's he to me? But 
it's almost as though it's like I might have been in the same position, only. . 
I'm not. Oh you know what I mean.” Clements, who didn't, nodded 
anyway. 

“OK, well keep me posted.” Just then, Angela Wood popped her head 
round the door. 

“Oh sorry, I didn't realise you had company.” There was a trace of 
question in her voice. Oh no, sixth form girl alone with John in a room, he 
thought cynically. 

“It's allright. We've probably nearly finished.” 

“I was just wondering if you'd seen my box of books anywhere?” 
Clements was confused. “You know, my year 9 readers?” 

“NO, sorry. . .” 

“OK see you later. I'll look in the office.” 

“Sir, is it true she's always losing things?” asked Kathryn, after she'd 
gone. 

“'Fraid so. Every day something. How's the old Bill Blake going?” he 
said, to change the subject. 

“Pretty good. I've got lots of ideas from that book you lent me. I'm 
going to concentrate on the 'Divine Comedy’ stuff. You know, the later 
watercolours.” 

“Um, wonderful paintings. I don't suppose you've dipped into the 
‘Inferno'?” 

“Well I did, when you mentioned it before. But it was just long lists of 
baddies from that place he wasn't allowed to return to.” 

“Florence.” 

“Yeah, that's it, Florence. My only inferno has been the towering 
one.” 

“Only because of that dishy Robert Redford.” 

“Oh yes, my 75 year old hero!” 

“Um well, save him for Uni then. But not Blake.” 


“No. I've got a library book too. Intense reading at the weekend to 
prepare for my onslaught next week.” 

“Er, don't read ‘Jerusalem’, well not yet. Even diehard fans faint at 
the sight of those 100 close-knit pages. Try 'Visions of the Daughters of 
Albion' or the 'Innocence and experience’. We'll be having a look at that in 
class anyway.” The screaming bell sounded. Another free period gone. He 
thought of Monique and lunch. And then Monique again. 

“You allright, Mr C?” 

“What?” 

“You look a bit dazed. Does the bell do that to you?” 

“Oh no, I was just. . .” 

“Anyway, I gotta go. Some ‘Hamlet’ to read.” 

“Yes, we'll be bashing on this afternoon.” 

“Look forward to it. And thanks for listening. I know you're busy.” 

“No problem. Just one question though. Why didn't you bring a friend 
with you?” 

“A friend?” 

“Girls always bring a friend when they want to ask something.” 

“Oh” she laughed. “I trust you're not going to bare your fangs”, 
enigmatically. 

“Maybe you're just more sure of yourself than the average student” 
he replied. 

“I wouldn't say that. I think you're being a bit optimistic about it.” 
Though she was flattered nevertheless. “See you this afternoon.” 

“OK”. As he stood there alone in his classroom, hearing the sound of 
dozens of kids roaring down the corridor to lunch, shouting, screaming 
and shrieking their swear words at each other, he had a brief second of 
realisation of what it was like to be sixteen and to wonder whether you 
were secure in yourself or not, and not know. It was dizzying, like vertigo. 
He remembered it well, suddenly. He was rather glad he wasn't sixteen 
any longer. 


Clements knew in a strangely feminine way that he didn't mind if he 
didn't see Monique until next evening. It wasn't anything to do with his 
sudden desire to be close to her, to revel in her smile and expression and 
body language; it wasn't to do with wanting to please or being perverse 
either. It was just the acceptance of the sudden thunderbolt or coup de 
foudre (he had wondered how French people felt this phrase in their lives, 
so different in linguistic form from its English equivalents - now perhaps 
he knew). Fate seemed to be taking a strong hold of his emotions just now. 
It seemed that for the next foreseeable amount of time, call it minutes or 
hours or days or weeks, it didn't seem to matter, everything would be 
sorted out. He remembered now as he set out from his classroom, of all 
the things he had been worried about until the last hour: lost work, his 


classroom shelves, individual students he knew weren't coping with school 
life, his mother who was ill in Scotland; and now these things, problems 
though they still were and would continue to be, couldn't touch him where 
they diminished his energy to live and to think. No doubt this was 
temporary, no doubt this would all close up again. He wondered if this was 
what old age was truly like: a gradual tightening of the spirit into rigid 
obsessions, all openness forgotten in the continual chattering of the mind. 
Perhaps he had just had a spiritual experience: certainly in classic 
literature texts, a reliable guide when it came to thinking through the 
extreme end of events in your life, there were plenty of examples of what 
Joyce called epiphanies. Trouble was, when you were having one yourself, 
you couldn't think of a proper example at all. There was Proust's 
madeleine in limeflower tea of course, when he suddenly and almost 
viscerally experienced the nature of time and the memory's power to 
invoke a complete recall of past experience as if you were still living in 
that moment, but what he was experiencing now was, well. . . now, it was 
nothing to do with the past; although any thought he did have about the 
past was illuminated and clarified. 

Get a grip on yourself Clements, it's just lust: that old lag third cousin 
of true spirituality that ultimately leads to disappointment and chaos. He'd 
felt it before and no doubt, looking at it realistically, all he was 
experiencing was an upsurge of some revolting sort of horny hormone 
which wouldn't lead to clarification at all, but just a load of pain round the 
corner. 

He needed a pee desperately and decided to use one of the private 
toilets scattered around the school for teachers and visitors. Enough of 
philosophy: time to bare the body for another offloading of the waste 
materials. 

While sitting on the loo seat (he decided to have a crap while he was 
there) he began to think studiously and compulsively about past 
relationships. He thought slyly that this was probably some sort of 
compensation mechanism for the fact that he was so interested in the 
relatively exotic Monique. Moreover, the thought of her or rather the 
fantasy life that he was beginning to construct for her in her past - he 
hoped to find the real story - and the present (what she would be doing 
this afternoon and evening?) should have seemed so much more 
interesting than thinking about the drab contrasts to her in his past. 

Clements's last girlfriend went her separate way eight months ago. It 
was Said about him - initially by him, it's fair to say - that he was OK at the 
middle bits (the three months when a relationship develops from a 
friendship or a pick-up or whatever else happens at the beginning) but he 
was useless at the beginning bits and a complete failure at the next stage, 
the one after the 'three months’. The second of these was self-evident, 
since none of his relationships, barring the first proper teenage romance 


at age 16 to 18, had ever progressed past the three month barrier. In fact 
it was a wonder to him, and those that knew him well, that he ever 
progressed beyond the fumbly attempts to attract women in the first place. 
Those women who had found him a good companion had been on the 
compassionate side and had allowed him the mistakes at the beginning 
that other women would have baulked at. He used to have the habit of 
saying the wrong thing at the wrong time, which he hoped he had now left 
behind. Asking irrelevant and somewhat impertinent questions concerning 
former lovers was a typical blunder, as well as taking women on dates to 
wildly unsuitable locations for the harmonious flourishing of a relationship, 
however briefly. 

And as for the end moments of various flings, he always shuddered to 
recover them in his memory. He felt that the other meaning of the word, 
that is to re-cover - to cover again - was a more accurate representation of 
his feelings. He had successfully blocked out many of these endings from 
his conscious memory. 

What about Felicity though, his last flame? He had thought that at 
last he had found someone who was the ideal person. A valued friend, an 
easy Companion and she wasn't a teacher! He had only ever gone out with 
one teacher, from the nearby Morebury High School, when he started 
teaching and it was a complete disaster. Their sole topic of conversation - 
because it was a release valve for her - was about school and the crazy 
things that happened there: OK on a first date, though not as the only 
thing to talk about for weeks after. Yes, with Felicity it was that demon 
opponent to many paths of true love: the former boyfriend. In the end, 
when he called out for her (by having, in Clements's view, a suspiciously 
easy accident on his pushbike, colliding into a parked lorry) she 
responded: “as a friend must” she explained. The only problem was, 
Clements didn't see anything of her again. The fact that she lived 15 miles 
away and didn't usually circulate in the same bunch of people that he did, 
made the continuation of the relationship mainly a telephone thing, and 
Clements didn't shine on the phone - his parents didn't own one when he 
was a child and he didn't get the all-important practice of handling one 
when young. He consequently assumed that Felicity had thought him dull 
and boorish all of a sudden. Actually she knew what she was doing and 
was trying to let him down gently, since she still cared for him and didn't 
want him to be hurt by her change of emotions back to the man who had 
meant so much to her at an earlier time. She had felt some guilt but not a 
lot, and considered Clements to have been a much-needed and fun 
interlude between the intense feelings she bore Barry. But Clements 
wasn't convinced: his 'love' became madly unrequited for a while. Women 
in general didn't seem to feel the need to carry on with his company past 
that magic three month period. Perhaps he was shallow to them and they 
started to see through his facade at around this time; perhaps the funny 


little habits that become such big obstacles to further romance and 
annoyances that repel the other person finally struck home to his various 
partners. Well, you couldn't even call them that since it was usually at the 
time when boy/girlfriends become partners that his ones dipped out. 

Now don't get carried away. How many have there been anyway? 
Well, six including Rachel the teenage love. Actually there had been three 
Rachels, a rather bizarre coincidence. He had always felt that name 
coincidences had followed him: there were plenty of other examples 
outside the romantic sphere for him to ponder. And the insistence of these. 
. .well, synchronicities as Jung would have it, hadn't let up once he had 
started teaching either. He would not have been very surprised to know 
that statistically he had more students of the same first names in his 
classes than anyone else on the staff. The most bizarre combinations 
occurred in his two year 10 classes with their Waynes and Lisas and 
Charlottes. If he had begun to believe in Fate's charms all of a sudden, 
couldn't the equally potent charms of her half-sister Conspiracy count for 
anything? Perhaps it was their mad uncle Paranoia who was really to 
blame. 

By this time he had got around to number twos. It was proving 
somewhat tricky to spring out the required waste products in this 
department. And it was a weird time for him to 'have a dump’ as his 
unremittingly coarse year 11s would put it. Early in the morning, yes; early 
in the evening, yes although a slower and more elongated session; but 
lunchtime - pure morbid straining. What an odd thing to have such 
profound thoughts about: the connections between spirituality and your 
love life when 'dumping'. Maybe not so strange: there was a sort of ecstasy 
regarding taking a crap too. As an adolescent he had gone through a 
period when he had wanted to wipe his arse a lot longer than he needed to 
for hygiene's sake, a feeling that the wiping was intensely pleasurable. It 
had led to some self-speculations that he had homosexual leanings (was 
this the pleasure the 'queen' had when being entered or was it rougher 
than that, he used to reflect). Later on, when he felt convinced that he 
didn't have any gay passions, he still thought quizzically of what it was like 
to use the same orifice for both sex and excreting. At this moment he was 
aware of intense desires to imagine Monique on the toilet seat, going 
through the same motions of excreting and wiping her lovely arse. His 
mind lingered over every explicit and implicit detail, both at the seat and 
at the suddenly sexy squattoir, that bane of any English person's visit to La 
France, though now just an excuse to reveal new angles of the desired 
female's anatomy. Both winter vegetables (even turnips and swedes, those 
non-phallic varieties) and poor old Julius's tired campaigns failed to do 
their appointed tasks. Clements realised that it didn't matter. What the 
hell! What's an erection between friends? Perhaps he should try and 
remember this witty remark when he was next in the position of remarking 


upon it to the person next to him. Although, perhaps not... 

His brain was certainly compensating madly for the role he had to 
play as the respectable teacher. Students were always asking him if he was 
married or not and he never quite knew what to say: eventually he had 
settled on not planning out an answer (as you often had to do, to avoid 
being caught out by an unsuitable witty remark - usually rude or 
embarrassing for the teacher - uttered by the offending brat) and leaving 
spontaneity to do its ugly work. What did he care whether students 
thought one thing or another about his love life, really? Many times he had 
encountered them when out and about with Felicity and it appeared like he 
had about 40 match-makers keen for him to take the plunge. He also 
blamed these students, who seemed to lurk behind every corner, 
particularly in the town of Foster's Green itself, for their major part in 
persuading Felicity that it was sheer madness, if not more accurately very 
embarrassing, to be attached romantically to a teacher. Having your 
Saturday shopping expedition at the supermarket interrupted about eight 
times by raucous shouts of “SIR!!” at full volume (always from the 
unsightly element too - perhaps the more decent types were more discreet 
or at least at home doing their homework) would be enough to put anyone 
off. But how much more terrible to be married to another teacher and 
suffer a double load of unintentional verbal abuse. 

No, he decided, he would not get married - ever. As he pulled up his 
trousers and prepared to wash the old hands, it was as though as was 
metaphorically washing his hands of the whole sordid business. A 
mortgage, two or three squalling brats, romance that has dwindled to a 
full stop or worse after a couple of years: all these elements were 
distasteful. The great enemy of companionable marriage - loneliness - 
might be the inevitable scourge of his middle-age, but maybe that was the 
price he had to pay. And who said that it had to be like that, either one 
extreme or the other? This was 'on the shelf mentality at its most basic. 

Wouldn't it be incredible to know what Monique thought of these 
matters, without it having to be personal to him? He wanted very much to 
be inside her feelings and emotions. Christ, only an hour ago, and none of 
these intimacies were apparent to him: she was just the nice-looking 
language assistant with whom he had had some interesting chats and who 
had passionate Henri waiting for her back in Normandy. And perhaps it 
was Still like that. Perhaps this was all his fucking fantasy and that look 
which passed between them was in his gross imagination and. . .but this 
thought was insufferable. It couldn't be: it mustn't be. Blimey he was 
thinking like a stalker, like a dirty old man. Was this how Old Todgers 
started? Ever since he had picked up on the gossip about the old History 
Bore, he had shuddered, more for his own sake than anything else and he 
had prayed, albeit atheistically, that he would never become like that. Well 
there must be about six years difference between his age and Monique's 


and he couldn't remember going round with a girl or woman that much 
younger than him (mind you, this became less of a problem as he got 
older). Hey maybe when you did become old and past it like Todgers, that's 
what you thought in the extreme! It didn't matter how young they were, 
you could still touch them. In fact your old age became a viable excuse - in 
the mind of the old one at least. What harm could it do? Oh, the 
justifications and mad logic of schizophrenia! 

Clements found himself standing in the cubicle, staring at the swirly 
light green patterns on the wall above the toilet roll dispenser. What a 
maniac he was! He had about 200 homeworks to mark, lessons to set up 
for tomorrow and Thursday, covers to arrange for Friday, next week to 
think about and its luggage to arrange, tomorrow's nervous conundrum of 
a probably riotous young people's do at the pub, a French girl to take out 
on a date - and he was standing like a lemon, wasting time staring at some 
bloody bog-roll dispenser. And this was without all the myriad of other 
stuff which he ought to arrange: last minute organisational things that 
wouldn't wait past next week. And Kevin Effing Mullins's work which he 
had undoubtedly 'mislaid' to use the euphemism. Back to the drawing 
board Clements: no lunch for you, back to the classroom and get cracking. 
He had brought one of his homework files to school - the 'must be marked 
by Monday at the latest’, that is yesterday - to diligently mark during his 
free periods; he must get on with it. He didn't even have the excuse of 
getting a cover lesson on his second free period today (it nearly always 
happened on Tuesdays, especially since year 11 had departed). 

Right! As soon as he walked out the door it would be Homework 
Action all the way, no distractions! And then he thought momentarily about 
Kathryn, and her poor friend, and what he must be going through to have 
to be that unhappy (as he guessed he must be by the way she was hedging 
around his identity). And he began to feel human, to come down from his 
little one-hour trip in cloud cuckoo land. What would be the next step in 
the saga? Only Fate and Conspiracy knew and they weren't telling. They'd 
locked Uncle Paranoia in the toilet and his shouting was just a blur at the 
back of the mind. He wouldn't be shrieking from the front seat of the 
house for a little while longer. 


6: Tuesday afternoon 


1.30 pm. Around the school many people were getting overheated. 
Sixth formers had the right idea, mostly. They either lounged on the grass 
outside in the 90 degree heat - the more sensible ones with their heads 
poking into the shade of the trees - or they lounged in the common room, 
which was possibly the coolest part of the building with a relatively small 
area of glass windows, although all of them did open out fully to let in the 
faint trace of breeze available on the second floor of the block in which it 
was housed. 

The overheated ones were mainly the younger boys who still insisted, 
unwisely, in racing around playing basketball or the perennial football. 
They would play in a blizzard or the dazzling heat with equal abandon; and 
also the duty teachers who had to police the more hyperactive ones. 
Somewhere, above the screaming and shouting, someone played another 
clapped-out Hendrix riff; someone accompanied him very badly on a dodgy 
drum kit. The sounds of wailing Hendrix clones live on but never unite in 
harmony. Other sounds included the tease-screams of young girls being 
held in pre-pubescent grip by boys whose only notion of chivalry was to let 
them go after three minutes instead of four; the incessant muffled roar of 
the traffic speeding past at the far end of the school driveway; and the 
rhythmic snore of Old Todgers as he took his daily snooze over an unread 
copy of the Daily Telegraph racing section in the staff room. 

Monique wasn't making a noise. She was writing a letter: to her 
mother in Morlaix. She hadn't written in two weeks and was feeling bad 
about it. Never had she left it this long. Her mother wrote every other day 


with news of their large extended family: two of Monique's older brothers 
were still living in their home town; her oldest brother Matthieu had 
moved east to a Parisian suburb; a younger sister Nathalie (much younger, 
she was seventeen) helped Maman at home. Monique's father had been 
dead now six years - a sudden death in a road accident, when his car's 
brakes failed on a steep hill and he had crashed into a truck passing by on 
the junction he hurtled through. He had died instantaneously, the doctor 
said: it didn't diminish the family grief. He had been a respected man in 
the local community, a farmer by profession who had semi-retired, 
although he had still taken a firm hand in the administration of the farms 
owned by the family. Monique herself was only nineteen when he died. She 
had taken it very badly - the worst of the family, it was said. She grieved 
even after her mother had reconciled herself somewhat to this awful fate. 
Monique was his darling, his special girl, his petite. She identified with 
him so much that she wanted to follow him into farm management as a 
vocation, much to the initial merriment of her brothers when she first 
suggested it at age 12; but her father always took her seriously and 
encouraged her in her passion for the land, which was one of the many 
reasons she had loved him so much. Alternatives such as veterinary 
surgery - she had an instinctive rapport with all kinds of animals - were 
talked of, but after the father died, she had lost interest in the farm and 
had found a new passion in the acquiring of extra foreign languages, an 
area of study she had always been keen on, but which now became an 
obsession. She began to amass correspondents all over the world through 
her college and other civic organisations. At one time she was writing to 
up to 16 other people of all ages and interests in seven different European 
countries and two others in francophone West Africa. It was one of her 
dreams to travel to that part of the world to study the indigenous cultures 
and particularly the beautiful soul-searing music of the people of Mali and 
Senegal. She had mastered five languages: Italian, Spanish, Danish (she 
had three pen friends who knew each other in Copenhagen), English and 
German, although this last she had always found more difficult, especially 
the pronunciation. English had been a favourite language right from her 
earlier childhood and although she could not speak it so fluently and 
idiomatically as Italian and Spanish - two languages more closely aligned 
with her native tongue - its eccentricities and oddities intrigued her ina 
way that no other language could. It wasn't the culture so much but rather 
the wonderful variety of shades of meaning. It was a language with more 
subtlety or nuance than her own country's more straightforward and 
logical syntax and vocabulary. The sound was understandably less 
beautiful and entrancing than her own - as many English native speakers 
who had a passion for things French would agree with her - but it offered 
a wider range of expression, more variation of emotion, more outright 
humour; although English jokes, particularly the lavatorial kind, were still 


a closed book to her. 

All these thoughts flashed through her mind as she wondered what to 
put in her letter. Maman had once started a course in English at their local 
college, a couple of years after Papa's death, really to give herself 
something to occupy time, especially after Monique had left home the first 
time (to au pair in Denmark). So Monique had written simple letters in 
English to give her the practice of reading it, but Maman's interest had 
waned. Now Monique's only letters in English to a French person were to 
her oldest brother, and then only occasionally, as a private joke (his first 
marriage had been to an Edinburgh girl). Her correspondence list had 
dwindled in the past year since she found that, although she had a bit 
more time, she was unable to gain new correspondents as the old ones fell 
away. Her friends in Copenhagen still wrote, and her mad Gustav in 
Sweden still composed pages and pages of English disguised as vernacular 
Swedish, which she found hard enough to decipher in its standard form let 
alone what she called 'Swanglais'; though she was glad and amused to 
receive these immense letters, often typed directly onto metres of 
computer paper in one long piece. She forgave him even though they took 
ten times as long to read as any of the other letter-writers. Her friends in 
West Africa remained devoted, sending her long gossipy letters every two 
weeks or so. She found these took the longest to reply to because she 
couldn't stop herself fantasising about the brilliant time she would have 
there and all the places she would visit. It was a good thing that she wasn't 
enthusiastic about, or even very good at, sports or other time-consuming 
or energy-Ssapping pastimes. Her desk at 'home' was her place of refuge 
and her den of creativity. She had tried writing short stories and the 
occasional poem, but nothing as satisfying as a well-structured letter 
written to someone who you knew would seize the envelope with the 
anticipation of a good read when it plopped through their letterbox. She 
herself knew that feeling well; and when a foreign stamp or the airmail 
insignia was in evidence on the mat, everything else had to stop for a few 
moments as she took in the latest news from far away. 

She had imagined herself as an interpreter at some glamorous 
location, such as the United Nations building in New York or perhaps more 
humbly with the Medecins Sans Frontieres in some far-flung problem 
hotspot. And it still might be possible: this year in England she saw as an 
interim period, along with the ‘au pair ': two years marking the transition 
between firstly adolescence and adulthood, and this current period as 
between living in France and living abroad. To take on the full 
responsibilities of an adult without feeling guilty that she had not fulfilled 
any of her previous duties to her family and her personal pleasures to the 
limit. In fact, this year had been a remarkable one in that her attitude to 
her life had really been transformed. At the beginning she was quite 
nervous about the prospect of travelling to, and living for nearly a year in, 


her chosen cultural paradise: the land of Shakespeare and Dickens, of the 
best contemporary music and fashion, of some of the most interesting art 
and theatre traditions. And also nervous about teaching those infamously 
bratty English kids. But she had found the majority of them charming and 
once she had picked up more idioms, witty as well. A lot of them of course, 
were loutish and had the typical British attitude - from the days of their 
huge empire, she guessed - that they needn't learn another language, 
especially French the old enemy nation, though many were keen, when she 
was as interested as to talk with them in English and pick up some new 
slang with sincerity. Which was more than she could say for the staff, none 
of whom apart obviously from the Modern Languages Department, knew 
more than a smattering of French and who didn't honestly want to, despite 
the increasing number of links between the two countries, culminating in 
the opening of the Channel Tunnel which frankly she didn't know whether 
any of them had used or even knew how it operated. She felt, that asa 
cross-section of the British public, and a well-educated cross-section at 
that, they were hopefully not a genuine reflector of what made the English 
so interesting. 

Still, some of her contacts and friends here would continue to write 
to her when she left. She could number about three or four who would 
probably keep up the writing for at least a year, which is as much as one 
could hope. There was Dave Stewart, head of Modern Languages, who had 
been so helpful throughout the year, arranging better accommodation for 
her than she had encountered through the school's - well, Dennis 
Brading's - offer of the caretaker's bungalow (he hardly ever used it, also 
owning a bigger property in the town). She could forgive him for the two 
separate occasions he had tried - very unsuccessfully - to half-heartedly 
seduce her at staff-based parties. Another, female, languages teacher and 
also a very promising sixth form student, who was applying to Bristol 
University, were others who she could trust to correspond for a while. 
Then there was John Clements, for whom she had formed a mysterious, 
and to her, inexplicable attachment just recently. His French was 
atrocious; though to be fair to him, it had been over ten years since he 
studied, and at least he had made the effort. He was very kind and not all 
predatory. She had seen that he had been unconsciously attracted to her 
for months and now it seemed, in the last couple of weeks, he had become 
suddenly aware of this fact: a process, that as a woman, Monique knew 
much more about than any man she had ever met. Apart from one or two 
notable exceptions, men always concentrated on what was straight in front 
of them and if their ‘little man’, as she liked to call it, was pointed in a 
particular direction, they followed it instinctively and without much 
subtlety. But with John it seemed to be different. He obviously fancied her 
and she was flattered by his gallant, though bumbling, attentions. Why was 
he holding back? Because of Henri, whom he didn't know, but through 


some sense of English fair play thought he should defer to? Because he 
was shy, which he certainly was? Because he already had a girlfriend? She 
didn't think so, though who knows what a person's secrets are? In any case 
she had decided to wait and see how things shaped up before any kind of 
romantic response would be called for. She might have her reasons for 
sometimes being very fed up with Henri, but she was leaving for new 
shores in three weeks and the last thing she needed was a last-minute 
romantic liaison that would lead to bitter rather than sweet feelings. But 
then wasn't all life like that: a ceaseless round of changes, both of 
disappointment and joy? Let her just live life to the full in the foreseeable 
future, and let the future look after itself. Be patient and the world will be 
patient for you. 

She waited patiently for the first two students to arrive. Her mother's 
letter she would write this evening. It was 1.35 pm. 


A lot depended on the next few days. At 1.30 Popkid was thinking 
about his future. But only the future of the next week. Why was he feeling 
so nervous about the Surf Trip? Everybody else he had talked with about it 
had unfeigned enthusiasm; it seemed to be only him who had reservations. 
Part of it was that he was a fashion victim, it was true. He only had himself 
to blame for this. Whether to go for the swirly patterns of the dude who 
only had to show to make it worthwhile? But he wasn't that good at the 
actual dynamics of the thing. He wasn't Cool Pete Sharpe, who could blast 
an air over the waves without seeming to blink an eye; by convention, only 
the really good practitioners could get away with wearing something so 
non-labelly. He had a nice set of Oxbow stuff with smallish labels, that 
seemed to represent what he wanted to be; he had got rid of his Alder gear 
- it was well embarrassing to be seen around in that the last couple of 
months. Why was all designer surf stuff so dear? It definitely wasn't fair on 
the pockets of himself or his long-suffering parents. It shouldn't matter 
what gear you had as long as you enjoyed the waves and had a laugh, but 
somehow it did. It was so stupid having to fit in, with that thing which you 
did to break away from school and its uniform code. 

Perhaps he wasn't cut out for the waves anyway. It certainly didn't 
give him the stomach-turning thrill it used to. Perhaps that was because he 
needed to expand his repertoire of moves, and what better way than to try 
the big ones at Hoggle's Cove in Activities Week? He hoped that the week 
wouldn't be as hot as this one was. One of the interesting things about 
surfing was that you learned obscure stuff about weather conditions too: 
with high pressure systems you didn't get such good waves, not so much 
swell, and one of the first things he learned was that an off-shore wind, 
into the face of the waves, was much more useful than on-shore, which 
made the waves flatter and less of a thrill. 

He wondered sometimes what passion he would turn to if he didn't 


have surfing. Like Kathryn, for instance. She was so heavily into Art, much 
more he guessed than he was into Surfing. Wasn't it totally different 
though, with a different set of values and systems and heroes who were 
mostly dead and gone? They had at least left their mark, as it were. He had 
tried, in deference to his painting buds, to appreciate the stuff they were 
into, but none of it made much sense, what they called aesthetic sense at 
least. 

Well he certainly wasn't like some of the Surfer Kids. He could 
appreciate some art, not just dismiss it out of hand because it wasn't wet 
with a few waxed boards dancing across it. He did like the modern stuff 
more, although that Jackson Pollock which Kathryn's mate was into was a 
mystery. Dripping paint on to the ground in a random bicycling sort of way, 
he couldn't get. And as for that Damien bloke's half-a-sheep or whatever it 
was - what was the point? Kathryn had once shown him a picture in an art 
book of a Marcel Duchamp thing which she said started off the modern 
movement, he couldn't see it: it didn't look like a 'Bride stripped bare by 
the bachelors’ (stupid title anyway); it didn't seem to represent anything 
else either. The fact that it was symbolic or something didn't make much 
sense. He like the Gauguins and Matisses, they were cool. And that 
Mondrian, he was a charmer with all those boogie-woogies or whatever 
they were called. 

In an odd way he was a member of both camps: a sort of Honorary 
Art Guy - courtesy of Kate and others - as well as a fully paid-up member 
of the Surfing fraternity. And he supposed that he juggled his friendships 
so that one didn't impinge on the other. Still, it hadn't really been a contest 
when he had to choose between the two for Activities Week, even though it 
would have been challenging to do something different. 

As he downed the remaining dregs of his pizza-flavoured snackies, he 
glanced at the clock. Time to mosey along to Denmark again and meet that 
happy crowd of kids that's called 'Hamlet'. He had to admit he was getting 
into it more recently, after a disastrous and uninteresting start, when he 
was Still not able to shed all the built-up prejudices about the Great Man - 
Shakespeare that is - that had been around since the stuff had been 
foisted on him as a pimply youth of 13. 'A Midsummer Night's Dream' had 
been a complete and utter cock-up by Mr Mossman Hubble. At least it 
hadn't been as embarrassing as his mate Matt's experience in another year 
9 Hubble group where they had a look at 'Macbeth’. Great story and lotsa 
blood'n'violence but Matt, who was not what you'd call a keen Literature 
scholar, had still been appalled by the back row's seizure of the three 
witches' roles and their subsequent 'Hubble Bubble, Toil and Stubble' 
football refrain, chanted at every opportunity outside and inside the 
classroom of Mossman. That man couldn't keep control of a paper weight, 
let alone a bunch of year 9 morons. Mind you, at least Hubble knew that 
he wasn't cool, a subtlety not wasted on Popkid. That Mr Mallethead or 


whatever his name was, did seem to think he was, when he wasn't and was 
doubly uncool as a result. Popkid, and other intelligent sixth formers, had 
fairly strict monitoring codes of coolness and naturally teachers were 
mostly at the very bottom end of the scale though there were one or two 
exceptions. He thought Mr Clements was condescending a lot of the time, 
but he could see that his so-called witty turns of phrase were merely 
covering up a bit of shyness. Until he met Mr C as his teacher, he hadn't 
thought that they could be shy or nervous. Shit-scared or incompetent yes, 
but shy no. Maybe he was wrong but Mr C looked as though he actually 
thought about the content of his lessons and it appeared, although he was 
never sure about it, that there was an element of chance about the classes, 
which wasn't sloppy teaching but a sort of hyper-awareness of what might 
be possible. 

Philosophy alert! His brain was overheating again. What was it he 
asked us to look at? Oh yeah, the 'closet' scene. Hamlet and mother. He 
had said, half-jokingly it seemed, to look out for a sexy bed scene though 
he hadn't noticed anything steamy. Mind you, that Mr C could read sex 
into anything. Erotic irony he had called it though he (Popkid that is) 
couldn't see the point. If it was sexy, it was sexy - then maybe it was all in 
the production. Mr C said he wanted to organise a trip to see the play, 
which was in three months time when they came back to school in 
September. So much would presumably be explained. 

Yeah well, time to beetle off to registration and then an hour and a 
half of intensity: “frothing at the chalkface of surrealism”. He was a weird 
one and no mistake, that Mr C. He wondered what it would be like to share 
a caravan site with him. What would he say to him, once they were out of 
their familiar relationship of English teacher and student? If the man was 
crap at surfing which he presumed he was, suddenly he, Chris, would be 
the teacher and he, Mr C, would be the fumbling student. Make the most 
of it. Actually this thought was unfair. He wasn't wanting revenge for 
dullness and the waste-of-time and drudgery of boring lessons: most of Mr 
C's classes were OK. It was just that he was curious about his weirdness. 
Anyway forget it Kit, he told himself: patience is a virtue as Kathryn was 
always insisting. The cool person sees only Here and Now, the curl of the 
wave and the approach to the lip; resting on the nothing and everything of 
water, you're suspended between action and nothingness. And that was as 
much philosophy as he needed right now. 


As much as she liked English and related to the stuff that Mr C chose 
for them, today Kathryn was not feeling in the most inspired mood. She 
supposed it was the waiting for next week that put her off. Also it had been 
a long school year and, in common with everyone else probably, she was 
highly knackered. The summer vac beckoned also, with its promise of long 
lazy afternoons painting outside and trips to London to catch up on some 


bands and the latest Art Exhibitions. Maybe that trip to Paris her mother 
was hinting about and visits to out-of-the-way stuff in Montmartre and the 
Latin Quarter. Not for her the regular tourists' regular round. In a way 
she'd sooner go without her family, to have the feeling that it wasn't wrong 
or weird just to explore. It wasn't that they got in the way on hols or 
anything; they were always very sweet though it was like browsing in a 
shop with somebody who didn't really want to hang around waiting: that 
kind of feeling. Anyway, what was use was it in thinking? Enjoy now, gal. 

Her enjoyment was curtailed by a rush of kids past her in the 
corridor. Christ, she should be used to it now, after twelve fucking years of 
dragging herself round schools, but why don't the little brats stop being 
stupid?! It wasn't as though they were without brain, they just didn't use 
them, just didn't concentrate. Morons! Just to get from one lesson to 
another was a supreme effort of will against the devilment of the hordes. 

As she neared the door of Clements's classroom, she passed Tim 
Dunkley. In this group of 13 students, he was one of those who never said 
much in the lesson, despite Mr C's promptings. And he was generally late. 
Though not today. He even had his Hamlet book with him. 

“Hi Tim” she ventured. 

“Oh, hello Kate.” His eyes were bolting like a startled deer's she 
thought, not that she'd ever seen a startled deer: must be a simile. He 
brandished the book with a grin. “Not very sexy!” was his critical 
commentary. 

“Sexy? Oh, the closet scene. You should see the 'Mel Gibson' version. 
Ultra. Mind you, he is quite dishy. The mature man at his peak.” She did 
have a soft spot for the Australian, whether he was mad Hamlet or Mad 
Max. 

“Yeah, but it's his Mum!” Kathryn suddenly thought of Tim's 
complicated mother problems and changed the subject. 

“Still coming to the pub?” 

“You asked me that earlier. Yeah, still coming. Better not bring my 
scruffy mates though. Might lower the tone of the evening.” 

“Don't be silly” countered Kathryn. “That's the whole point. We'll all 
be lowering the tone.” They laughed. As they walked in the door, she took 
in the class at a glance. Popkid there, madly trying to look up the notes in 
his 'Brodie's'; Tweedledum and Tweedledumb, the two Silent Ones (who 
never said anything) - this made up the entire male part of the class other 
than Tim. Doris, the mature student, who was about 35 (though Kate 
wasn't good on ages of women); she was always working, always did the 
essays on time and put them all to shame - one reason Mr C was keen to 
have her take part in the group, she thought cynically. Originally she had 
wondered if he fancied her and had persuaded her on to the course to chat 
her up some more, but she was too, well scrawny, to attract his more than 
passing attention. He just treated her like everyone else, which was OK 


really. Her name wasn't Doris though, that was made up. Kathryn had this 
passion for nicknames: she just couldn't help herself. Sometimes it got 
embarrassing when she called somebody by their secret nickname by 
mistake, especially embarrassing if it was rude or libellous. She had called 
whatshername Doris once, though the woman was so scatty she hadn't 
noticed; she had been more interested in showing Kathryn some obscure 
critic's book she had bought in the local second-hand bookshop. 

Doris was talking earnestly to Sally Duncan, the Babe of the class. 
How can someone be so thin and so intelligent at the same time? It wasn't 
fair! She dismissed 'CJ' as merely a freak of nature; the fact that some 
quite passable boys in year 13 drooled exotically over her blonde hair and 
baby-blue eyes was just laughable. Her semi-public Kathryn-inspired 
nickname of 'CJ'n'Duncan' was a little over-the-top and clever-clever but 
she didn't care. Nothing was too good in the name stakes for the tanned 
midget. Other members of the group were having a bitching session about 
some girl who'd run off with a sixth former called Andy, a scientist and 
therefore outside of Kathryn's sphere of influence. Boys boys boys: there 
must be something else to talk about. She took her usual seat quite near 
the front, but not front row; no use in antagonising the guys whose duty it 
was never to take any notice of the lesson. 

They were sitting around for a few minutes when a frazzled looking 
Mr Clements came in carrying any amount of files and folders. He dumped 
them on the nearest available table and with a mumbled “I'll be back in a. . 
.” rushed out again. He was obviously suffering from 1.40pm Syndrome, 
that time of the day kind of opposed to the 3.30am Syndrome. In this case 
the teacher would run around like a chicken with its head cut off, having 
slipped behind schedule so badly that he was still tidying away stuff from 
yesterday. Hence the complete wreck of a desk that was Mr C's. It had all 
manner of unmarked homeworks, books he had lent to students that had 
been flung back on to his table when he was out of the room, paper planes 
he had stopped in mid-flight and half-drunk cups of coffee that were 
starting to fur up and decompose quite dangerously. In a weak moment of 
terminal breaktime boredom and depression she had once offered to try 
and clear it up for him, at least the top two or three levels of more 
immediate cast-off paper and cups, but he wouldn't hear of it. “A man's 
gotta do what. . .” was his quirky and rather stupid reply. Suit yourself, she 
thought. How can someone be that messy? She wasn't even prepared to 
give the man the benefit of the doubt. As the school finished at 3.30, he 
had loads of time between then and a normal working day end to have a 
bit of a tidy-up. Though she hadn't said anything. 

He eventually returned and plunged down in his chair. 

“Incest! Freud! Oedipus!” he moaned, enigmatically. CJ looked 
askance at her friend Pauline (no nickname: personality nil, not worth it). 
Oh no, another of Mr C's weird ones, thought most of the group. Doris 


looked steadily at him, pen poised; Tim looked uneasy; several of the girls 
suddenly embarrassed; Popkid as though he would rather be at the beach; 
and Kathryn? Even though she was knackered, she had to be prepared for 
anything. If you accepted the value of patience in your life, over and above 
all the vices of youth, even if you didn't understand its workings, you just 
had to be grateful you weren't sitting in History. 

“What do these three loaded words have to do with 'Hamlet'?” asked 
Clements, rhetorically. No one answered of course. “Not much you might 
think but. . .” Pause for suspenseful build-up. “. . .in the scene we'll be 
looking at today, these three words become crucial.” 

“Sir, have you got a spare copy?” This from Pauline. 

“S'allright Pauly, you can share mine” said CJ. 

“Right” said Clements. “Turn to Act 3 Scene 4: the so-called ‘closet’ 
scene.” 

“Isn't that like a toilet?” asked Popkid. Titters all round from the 
Girlies (as Kate thought of them). 

“Well. . .” 

“Sir, what page is that?” Christ, these students still think in page 
numbers despite me saying every time the act and scene number, thought 
Clements. 

“Don't know don't care” he said pettishly. “And neither should you.” 

“Cheers” was the grumbled reply. 

“Now from your reading of this scene, what's going through Hamlet's 
tortured little mind at this point? I mean the beginning of the scene”. 
Suddenly the pencils were either poised or racing across the pages of their 
A4 pads, in weird parody of taking notes. This was, of course, to avoid 
answering the first question of the lesson. Clements knew this but 
preferred to ignore it. Someone would get the ball rolling. 

After a few seconds, Kathryn said: “well, he's hyped up. I mean he's 
angry for one thing and. . .he's just nearly killed the king because. . .well, 
he couldn't 'cause he thought he was praying and he didn't want to send 
him to heaven and. . .he's wound up anyway 'cause of the play-within-a- 
play. Well, Mel Gibson was.” 

Yes” agreed Clements. “He was a bit over-the-top. Though plausible. 
Yes, definitely a possibility.” He knew that Kate was one of only two or 
three of the group who had bothered to watch the film version in 
preparation for this text, despite the alluring nature of the stars in this 
movie. He personally considered the Gibson persona was one of the best 
he had seen, either on-screen or on-stage. “Well, it is a mixture of all this 
or does one of the moods predominate, d'you think?” A strange pause and 
he knew why. Most of the group wouldn't have done the reading that was 
set from last lesson because it wasn't - in their view - absolutely essential. 
They could hide behind Kate, Popkid, 'Doris' and the one or two others that 
made comments without being forced to. The fact that they would spend a 


whole hour and a half in a semi-bewildered state just because they couldn't 
be bothered to put in ten minutes reading preparation was still a mystery 
to him even after nearly two years of A level teaching. First he thought it 
was because there was a particular type of fluffhead student who was 
either lazy or brainless or both, but it turned out to be almost universal. 
The other thing here was that he knew that Kate didn't know whether this 
question was addressed directly back to her to continue her opening 
remarks. He quite liked to keep the intelligent ones like her on their toes 
in this way; very slightly cruel, though it was kinder than just firing 
questions randomly, which he had seen plenty of teachers do. He supposed 
at least that made most of them keener to do the reading prep, though out 
of fear. This wasn't his method, he felt sure. Still. 

Kathryn did decide to reply. “Well, anger's got to be the favourite 
‘cause he kills Polonius and he doesn't seem too full of remorse. I mean, 
he's killed someone and he doesn't care very much. I think he's frustrated 
‘cause he hasn't done what the ghost has told him to and he's mixed up 
about that. Like you said. . .” This was a bit smarmy she thought, but who 
cares? “If you're schizophrenic or pretending to be, well you're beside 
yourself, you said, so isn't that what you mean? He doesn't care ‘cause it's 
not really him?” Very good, thought Clements; who else in the group would 
have considered that? He was a tiny bit flattered. It gave him, as it always 
did, a bit more energy to spring back. 

“Right” he said. “Frustration. Very good.” The feathers were going up 
at the back of the dumb girls. They hated Kathryn and Doris for being 
‘cleverer' or at least more able to put their cleverness into words. They 
scowled as politely as they could into their Hamlet books page 197. 

Clements said a few more introductory things about the scene. And 
then they read a bit of the text as a group. It had become more ofa 
problem than usual with this group about the gender lines. Because 
Shakespeare plays generally had a lot more male roles than female, and 
most English Literature classes had considerably more females than 
males, there was always a deal of cross-dressing, especially if he were to 
avoid the pitfall of reading a major part himself. If he was going to make 
comments, read stage directions and give notes as well, that gave the poor 
buggers too much of his voice in a lesson. In the case of this group, none 
of the boys were decent readers or keen on drama. The A-level Theatre 
Studies guys in this lot were all girls, about four or five of them. And 
unusually, they resisted reading a male part. Kathryn didn't mind either 
way, and Doris as well, but the others were resentful, not in the same way 
as the resentment about answering questions, it was a kind of logical 
barrier against speaking approximately in the voice and register of the 
opposite sex or at least having a bash at it, even if all it raised was a good- 
natured laugh. So the class had hobbled along bit by bit, with all manner 
of other media: a tape from a Radio 3 production, an old cassette of a 


1950s Caedmon tape, even once, daringly, a 'gramophone' record on an 
ancient portable record player borrowed from a Humanities teacher who 
specialised in collecting tacky vinyl. And of course the vids. But all this 
merely served to aggravate the resenters, since they then complained that 
there were too many different kinds of text to 'look' at. It all started in the 
very first lesson when Clements had told them about the two Quartos and 
the Folio. The fact that there were three versions upset them greatly. Why 
didn't he just get it published when he was alive? Some smarty Clements 
remarks about Virginia Andrews and ghost writers didn't go down very 
well. 

After they had got past Polonius's murder which caused quite a 
flutter of, to Clements, unexpected interest (was Polonius a stupid old 
interfering gubber who deserved it, or was he an innocent old boy who 
was just trying to earn a crust as Claudius's right-hand man?) Clements 
returned to his introductory remarks. 

“Now the next part of the scene has been interpreted by directors 
and critics in many different ways, though it mostly hinges on what you 
think of the relationship between Hamlet and his mother. We haven't had 
much of a chance to ponder in the rest of the play, mainly because 
Gertrude is a virtually silent, agreeable and agreeing figure who always 
does what the king says and doesn't have much to say herself. But here, 
she's frightened into saying a bit more. But what's she frightened of?” 
Long silence. He hated these. 

“Popkid? I mean Chris, sorry Chris.” A few more titters. Popkid 
rapidly colouring. 

“S'allright Sir. Well, I mean he's just killed someone. Cold-bloodedly” 
he added, as Clements didn't reply. 

“Yes? And. . .?” 

“Well”, he was searching for the right word. “Well, he is mad or at 
least she thinks he is.” 

“Right, so why is that frightening?” 

“Dunno really, I suppose it's unpredictable. . .you never know how 
someone's going to act if they're off their trolley.” 

“Depends” said Tim. It was the first unprompted remark Clements 
could remember him saying in months. It seemed as though he was 
prepared to leave it at that. Clements looked at him in expectation. 

“Well, it depends dunnit? On if he's well mad enough to. . .I dunno. 
It's weird right, 'cause he's not really mad right? He's pretending.” Several 
of the group prepared to speak up. Clements indicated for Tim to continue. 

“Look, it's like if somebody's mad right, if they're angry mad like, 
they don't stand no nonsense.” Kathryn was wondering what he was going 
to say next. “I mean, I know it's a stupid example right, but if I'm feelin’ 
stressed out, I don't want to see people 'cause I know that I'm liable to 
upset 'em. In any case, they'll steer clear of me 'cause. . .well, I dunno. It 


just happens dunnit?” 

“And Hamlet's mother can't avoid him because she's called him to 
this meeting? And she's his mother.” 

“Well yeah, with parents it's unavoidable.” 

Don't mention anything personal Mr C, don't! 


At 2pm, Monique was walking across to the caretaker's bungalow. 
She was thinking about John Clements. It was quite pleasant and 
agreeable. He was such a nice man though not in the same way as the 
traditional English gallant gentleman in all the old movies she watched as 
a child on French TV. Rex Harrison? David Niven? These icon figures of 
good taste had left stereotyped images on the brains of those French 
women of a certain generation - Monique's mother for instance - who had 
seen these movies the first time around, and in certain cases they had 
passed a trace element of this admiration to their daughters. But Monique 
knew these were indeed stereotypes, probably not very true even at the 
time. She wanted a man to be generous and unafraid but also sensitive 
enough to know when to be romantic and when to be practical. Perhaps 
there was such a man somewhere! He would also be sensitive to know that 
she was an independent woman who wouldn't take any nonsense in the 
course of a relationship. 

Henri of course was like this, or rather he was when they were first 
lovers. But he had become too jealous for her taste when she had left 
France for England. She liked a man to be a little jealous, naturally, though 
not to such a ridiculous extent as Henri. It wasn't as if she were having 
wild affairs with every English man. In fact, only once she had been 
unfaithful to him and that didn't really count. A one-night stand, the 
English and Americans say. She blushed to think of how little she had 
thought of that man now, and she also blushed when she remembered how 
stupid she had felt afterwards, for weeks afterwards. It wasn't as if she 
really liked him; he treated her very badly after he had slept with her. It 
was one of those unfortunate party episodes and she felt like a fool now. 
But somehow it was all tied up with Henri and her thoughts about him. 
Would he ever find out and if he did, what would he do? There was little 
chance of this if she did not admit it and frankly, she did feel so little for 
this particular man. She did not, at any time, love him, so there was 
nothing in the way of still loving Henri. 

And what about John Clements? She was sure that if she saw much 
more of him, out of school, she would become more emotionally involved. 
She felt a pull towards him which was quite full of pleasure. She had felt 
herself becoming warm whenever he was near her, as when they spoke 
earlier in the staff room. It was not rational really and unlike any emotion 
she had felt with Henri. He had always been in control and she had 
followed him, done what he had wanted her to do whether it was in a 


social way or sexually, and she had not felt ashamed because she had 
knowingly let him control her. But after her year in England and the 
independence away from her roots it had given her, would she still feel 
that she wanted him to be in control? She knew that she would feel and act 
differently, it was inevitable; would that difference stimulate their 
relationship or just make a hole in it which could never be mended? 

Suddenly she knew, instinctively, that it was no use. It was over. 
However crazy the thought was, she couldn't repress it. But she must. She 
must see what was in the future for herself: she must not throw away what 
she had strained to accomplish, the painstaking way she had made herself 
available to Henri in so many ways. She had after all found some real and 
genuine happiness in his arms. Though was it merely the happiness of a 
young girl in the arms of a man ten years older? Now that she was not 
such a young girl, would she still feel so much? It was just a problem that 
she couldn't solve. She should leave it to the Fates. They would take care 
of it. She would have patience. 

She opened the door of the bungalow. She had half an hour to spend 
until her last lesson of the day. Enough time to begin the letter to her 
mother. As she walked in, she saw three letters on the mat. One a circular 
from a supermarket chain, one in her mother's writing and one in Henri's 
writing. Well, at least she would have a chance to read them before the 
lesson. Perhaps the letter to her mother would be written in the evening. 
She picked up the Henri letter first, with a sense of foreboding. She 
opened it, and read what it said. It was a short note. Her eyes began to fill 
with tears. She believed what it said only too well. 


“Wouldn't it have been unavoidable with his parent? I mean, 
Gertrude?” When Mr C was in a cross-examining mood like this, Kathryn 
began to warm up in the lesson, especially when he was encouraging 
someone other than her. She felt that she took more than her share of the 
limelight. Well she didn't mind that, though it was a relief to see someone 
else's brain being stretched. But Tim? Let him alone for a minute! 

Tim looked blankly at Clements and spluttered a weak “dunno”. That 
was evidently all he was prepared to say. Doris helped him out. 

“I think that if Gertrude hadn't been such a weak woman herself, 
always going along with what Claudius wanted, she might have thought a 
bit more constructively about what her son was going through. I think it 
raises the issue of what she might have been like with Old Hamlet. Of 
course, we're not told that. Also, it seems that Hamlet's words to her in 
this scene have a suspiciously immediate effect on her which she then does 
nothing about in the scenes after.” 

“Ah, but is that because he kills Polonius? That must make a 
difference” replied Clements. “He's still 'the unseen good old man' to her, 
remember?” 


“What was he doing in her bedroom anyway?” said Popkid. 

“Spying for Claudius” explained Kate. 

Clements steered the conversation around to his original comments. 

“So what we've got, anyway, is a situation when for the first time 
Hamlet has to confront his mother about an intimate business. He has to 
tell her several things: that she isn't supposed to be sexy with Claudius - 
the 'heyday of the blood' and all that; she has to realise he's nothing 
compared to Old Hamlet in any case; that she shouldn't sleep with 
Claudius for an additional reason - it's morally wrong; and he mustn't 
‘taint her soul’ if he's going to really stand by what his old man said.” Most 
of the class looked bewildered. They weren't used to dealing with more 
than one idea at a time. The slow note-takers amongst the group looked 
even more confronted. One of them spoke up. 

“Could you repeat that Sir?” 

“What, all of it?” 

“Well, the bit about 'heyday' was it? What's blood got to do with it?” 

“It means she's not of the age when, well according to Hamlet, she 
should still have a sex life. And this brings me to my point. Could it be 
possible that Hamlet, because he hasn't successfully dealt with his own 
growing up, and his own sexuality, is still morbidly attracted to her?” This 
remark received the full bewilderment treatment. 

“What, you mean he fancies her?” 

“What does morbidly mean Pauline?” (in a whisper). 

“He means darkly, CJ. I think.” 

“Sir right, that's crazy, 'cause it's not possible.” 

“Happens a lot of the time, Sarah. It's called incest and although it's 
a taboo in nearly all cultures, and also a forbidden talking point in a lot of 
those cultures (at least, in polite society) it happens, whether we think it's 
right or not.” 

“You mean like child abuse Sir? But that's between dads and 
daughters right?” 

“More often, but. . .” 

“What about Freud though, Mr C?” 

“Thanks, Kathryn. Yes, the Oedipus complex.” He went on to explain 
how Oedipus had grown up away from his family and had murdered his 
own father, unknowingly in a wayside quarrel. Afterwards he had, again 
unknowingly, married his mother Jocasta and become the local hero. When 
they - the authorities - found out, Jocasta had committed suicide and 
Oedipus had blinded himself in incredible remorse. The whole thing had to 
be repeated to the class three or four times. Most of them simply didn't 
believe it. Of course, it didn't help that they, in common with the vast 
majority of even the well-educated kids in Britain, had only vaguely heard 
of the myths and legends of Greece and Rome, as well as having scant 
knowledge of any Biblical allusions. And the fact that this incest thing was 


one of the bases that Freudian psychology was built on was just a joke. 
Even Popkid had a go. 

“You mean Mr C, that a boy right, has to see that his Dad's a threat 
until he gets over fancying his Mum, and that he has to buddy up with his 
Dad at the same time as hate him? Have I got it right?” 

“Well, yes basically. Freud thought that when the complex wasn't 
overcome it led to all sorts of serious family problems. And that's what a 
lot of present day psychoanalysis is based on. You see, according to him, it 
all occurs rather neatly in stages, according to the pleasure received at 
each stage. First of all it's oral, as the boy enjoys feeding from the 
mother's breast; then it's anal. . .” 

“Anal? What, you mean his bottom?” Much hysterical giggling from 
the Girlies and the Tweedles were looking extremely upset. Even Doris 
was looking a bit pale, and as for CJ, Kathryn could see the red gently 
blooming underneath the sun-lamp tan. 

Clements could see he wasn't getting anywhere. He's have to cut his 
losses. 

“Mr C, are you saying you believe all this?” from Popkid. 

“All I'm saying is that Freud's theories have become very popular and 
influential. A fellow called Ernest Jones, who was one of Freud's disciples 
and translators, wrote an essay, I think it was in the 1920s, which 
suggested that Hamlet's problem wasn't whether he could revenge or not, 
but whether he had outgrown the childish love for his mother or not. It 
became a very famous essay and is still mildly influential today, even if it's 
only for people to have a crack at it. But how it's usually seen in the 
theatre is the close physical contact between Hamlet and Gertrude in what 
after all is her bedroom. He shows her the two pictures, of Old Hamlet and 
Claudius, and they are wearing them around their necks. . .” 

“And in the Mel Gibson film he's practically raping her on the bed. 
Actually, I thought that was tacky.” Kathryn was enjoying looking at the 
shocked faces. She began to wonder, wickedly, if they were hiding any 
sordid secrets of their own. She noticed that Tim was becoming very 
agitated, gripping his book in an alarming manner. She tried to ignore it. 

“It's just a case of seeing alternative interpretations” said Clements. 
He knew that what it meant to the class was the fact that Mr Clements 
could read sex into anything. “For what it's worth, I don't personally value 
the theories of Freud.” Now, total bewilderment. The teenage conformity: 
why say something if you don't agree with it in the first place? Why see the 
other point of view when there's nothing obviously in it for the ego- 
satisfaction? Every time Clements was reminded of this simple mechanism, 
he lost a little bit of his faith in the spirit of young people. You could end 
up being cynical. 

“Anyway” Popkid suggested. “He doesn't hate his father. He's trying 
to do what his father said.” 


“But it's his stepfather.” Kate nearly added “dickbrain” instinctively. 
“He hates his stepfather.” 

“Oh yeah” said Popkid sheepishly. “Well, you know what I mean.” 

“It's stupid.” Tim half rose in his seat, “I think it's stupid.” 

“What's stupid?” said Popkid. 

“It's stupid. . .all this talk about hating your Mum and Dad. I mean, 
it's Hamlet for Chrissake. It's a play!” Clements resisted the temptations 
available to squash this comment. 

“What do you mean, Tim?” he settled for. 

“You know what I mean. You're just winding us up with all this. It's 
obvious. He's so angry with all of them, he'll do anything. It's not that he 
fancies his Mum. That's disgusting anyway. I can see why she wants 
Claudius, and why he seems sexy and all that. He's just mad about that. 
The guy's obviously a bastard, even I can see that. Hamlet wants to kill 
him, but. . .” They all waited, very edgily, for the rest of the sentence.”. . .I 
think it's just stupid. What's fancying his mother got to do with anything? 
Anyway, psychiatrists are a bunch of arseholes. Sorry, Sir.” 

“Quite allright, Tim. Your feelings are quite acceptable.” 

“Yeah, I dunno about that. That Claudius though, he must be a nutter 
‘cause he knows it's not going to work. He musta known that really, right 
at the start but 'cause he's such a bastard and so thick-skinned, he doesn't 
want to admit it, so he becomes a worse kind of bastard.” 

“Ready to kill Hamlet?” prompted Clements. 

“What? What do you mean?” 

“When he sends Hamlet to England” said Doris. “He sends a note 
with Rosencrantz and Guildenstern.” 

“Yeah well, I haven't read that far. Christ, what a bastard!” 

Doris felt that there was another angle. “He can't assume for us all 
the responsibility of the villain in the play. Gertrude must have had plenty 
of opportunities to think about what she was doing. I rather agree with 
Hamlet's bewilderment. He senses that she couldn't possibly have been 
that naive and innocent and that's why, I think, we feel an intense 
sympathy with him at this point, because he can't tell. That's the 
frustration.” 

“Yeah well, she's the one who's stupid then. A mother would never do 
that. Never: not if she was a real mother to Hamlet. She obviously doesn't 
care.” 

“But what about when the ghost turns up again?” said Kathryn. 

“Whaddya mean?” 

“Well, Hamlet can see it but the Queen can't.” A pause. “Meaning she 
isn't worthy to look at Old Hamlet.” 

“Well, that's just one interp. . .” But Clements was interrupted by an 
explosion from Tim. 

“They're all bloody weird if you ask me.” 


“It's only a play, Tim.” Clements hoped to turn Tim's earlier comment 
back on him but it misfired, badly.” 

“It just makes me sick. And there's nothing Hamlet can do 'cause his 
Dad's dead!” Things were becoming overheated thought Clements. He was 
just wondering what he could say after his initial “anyway. . .”, when Tim 
simply got up and walked out of the room, with a mumbled “sorry Sir.” He 
seemed to be on the brink of tears. Clements felt awkward. No-one 
followed Tim out of the room until quite a few seconds had gone by. 
Kathryn got up. Clements nodded “OK” and she walked out hurriedly. Girls 
always made sure they had a friend who would follow them to the toilet. 
But boys couldn't do that of course. Too much at stake. Like pride. 

Clements knew he had let it go too far. Though what could he have 
done? He would check Tim out at the end of school. Or even perhaps in his 
free period at the end of the day. He should continue with the class, almost 
as if nothing had happened, but he felt phoney nevertheless. Popkid tried 
to come to his rescue. 

“He's a lot like that, Mr C. Don't worry about it.” 

“I always worry when a student's upset. It's only Literature”, he 
attempted a self put-down, “not as important as Life.” He knew that he had 
said the opposite on many occasions to this very class. The Girlies were 
becoming very uncomfortable. He chose the middle route and they went 
on reading the text aloud. But it wasn't the same knowing that Tim had 
been genuinely upset. It wasn't attention-seeking behaviour. He had really 
meant it. Kathryn came back a few minutes later, to announce that she 
couldn't find him. He must have walked out of the school. Why me? Why a 
teacher? Clements wasn't blessed with an abundance of this kind of 
patience. So much for fucking Freud. 


7: Tuesday evening 


It was five o'clock. Clements sat in the empty classroom. He looked 
down from the clock to the pile of books on his desk. He had done really 
well. Had marked a whole lot of stuff in the hour and a half he had sat 
there. A particularly satisfying sight was the cup of cold coffee to his right. 
He had been so absorbed in what he was doing, he hadn't noticed. He 
gulped down the disgusting liquid with pride. Another half hour and he 
would go home. Sometimes, well usually he had to admit, he got a lot more 
done at school than at home, despite this time being his low physical point 
of the day. Logically he should always go home, have a nap, make some 
nourishing food, put his feet up for half an hour with a cup of tea and then 
attack the marking. But of course when he did that, he never felt like 
starting again. He was too full of food and resentful that the evening 
should be his, not the school's. Even in his short teaching career he had 
seen colleagues grow brittle and rigid with this particular discipline. Much 
better to return home at 6 pm, having finished for the day. He tried to save 
the more mindless marking for this twilight time and the stuff that 
required a bit of thought, like sixth form essays, for the weekend. Though 
it didn't always work out like that. Even with the extra time that, in theory, 
he should have because year 11 had flown their nests after the GCSE 
exams, he had fallen behind with the marking. It could get to a point when 
there's simply no use collecting in books if you can't return them within 
the week. Kids need them to make notes and rough drafts in class. And 
they resent the fact that you take a long time to mark their work. If you 
expect them to hand in work on a deadline, why shouldn't they expect that 
work to be assessed reasonably quickly? Clements had wondered in his 
first, green year as a teacher, why the old hands or 'Lags' as they were 
known, were so blasé about this situation. Now he knew: no bloody time or 
energy. One of the staff ran a stats exercise on his hours at school, and had 
decided to stop working after 60 hours, except of course if that moment 
was in the middle of Friday afternoon teaching. So if he had only 3 hours 
left after Friday, then he did a maximum of 3 hours marking at the 


weekend, however far he was behind with it. Well, the vast majority of 
them weren't so organised. They either were put upon by their conscience 
to complete everything even if it meant staying up to some ridiculous hour 
and feeling knackered - and useless - the next day or they just let the pile 
slide until it wasn't worth doing anything. Others of course, simply skived, 
set hardly any homework, or in the case of most of the Escape Committee 
(Maths or Business Studies teachers to a man) got their wives to mark 
most of it. After all, with only a straightforward right or wrong answer, it's 
no hassle to mark: no great thought is involved. 

All these considerations passed through Clements's mind as he took a 
two minute mental break from the work. He'd make a final cup of coffee to 
last him till 5.30 and then break the back of this year 10 stuff, most of 
which he was pretty familiar with because he had seen plenty of rough 
drafts a week or two before. He might even crack on at home too, and 
really do the penance bit. After all, if he was out tomorrow night, he 
wouldn't have a chance then, and Thursday would be a blur with prep for 
the Activities Week trip. 

He thought again about Tim Dunkley. Plenty of kids had walked out of 
his lessons over the three years; one or two had even left the building, but 
a sixth former? He once more went over the lesson to try and find out what 
had disturbed him so much. Perhaps it was something that was completely 
irrelevant to the lesson. In a secret, not very nice, way he would be glad if 
it was. He could then exonerate himself from any guilt feelings he might 
have about his own part in the business. Both Kathryn and Chris had 
assured him at the end of the lesson that there was nothing he could have 
done, though Clements wasn't so sure especially after Kate's visit earlier in 
the day. He had realised after Tim left that he might indeed be the one she 
had been talking about, though since she hadn't told him the name, how 
was he to know? He did know that after a while, teaching becomes 
necessarily a skeptical business. If you spent time thinking about every 
student's problems, you wouldn't be able to spend any time teaching. And 
so many kids put on grievances, illnesses or problems just to attract 
attention, it was safer to 'believe it when you see it' as the Lags put it. 

He had spent most of his free period talking to the two students and 
then checking that Tim had left the building. He had even reported the 
incident to the Head of Sixth Form and to Sandra Stevens, who was quite 
(thrustingly) concerned. Probably just an opportunity to do some Meaning 
Public Relations with a junior teacher, he thought cynically. You never 
knew when you might need the political support of a younger member of 
staff. Anyway he had covered his backside, as they say. 

The day had cooled down considerably since the shirt-drenching peak 
of the afternoon. With his windows still wide open, a slightly cooler breeze 
percolated through. His armpits felt almost civilised. He might even get 
away with wearing this not-so-smelly shirt for a second day. He had 


enough ironing lined up for tomorrow early evening, thanks very much. 
Just another half hour, then you'll feel better. You might even stop cursing 
Freud for more than a moment. 


Popkid was at home with his feet up. Another day nearer the trip. His 
Mum had just shouted up the stairs that his tea was ready. Should he or 
should he not become a vegetarian? It was a moral dilemma that had been 
plaguing him for some months, ever since this girl that he had fancied like 
mad had cooked him a few meals round at her Dad's. She was from a 
separated family and got up to the naughty stuff at her father's place - he 
wasn't around much. Unfortunately, although the food was good, she didn't 
really fancy him much, and though she put out the physical stuff for him a 
few times it was more in the nature of going through the motions. Popkid 
had wondered how experienced she was but didn't like to ask. Anyway, she 
was a Staunch vegetarian and had cooked a couple of nifty curries and a 
pasta dish with tomato stuff that was truly brilliant. Better than his old 
Mum's 'stodgy dodgy’ as he liked to - secretly - call it. Also, it was less 
hassle. He shouted back down that he'd be there in a minute. He needed to 
absorb a bit more of this Grace Doctors CD before he could move a 
muscle. Propped up on his bed, pretending to some homework before 
succumbing to 'Neighbours'’, he had slipped into a trancey appreciation of 
the Ambient. It was cool how the more you listened to this particular CD, 
the more you got from it. Usually, even with the Ambient or Techno-Trance 
stuff, a few listens and then less and less happened, but with this one. He 
wondered how they did it. As a non-musician he didn't have the necessary 
knowledge of the form of the thing itself, though it definitely did something 
for him. What would it do for him on a trip? He had only taken Es a couple 
of times, acid never, and had decided to hold fire on these until something 
really special came along. Plenty of sessions with the Weed of course, but 
that somehow was just part of the weekend round, and it didn't make a lot 
of difference with the Ambient stuff anyway, if you were in the wrong 
frame of mind. No more sessions until the Surfing Trip, he was clean. He 
also began to wonder what would happen session-wise in Cornwall. 
Perhaps he would just go along with the drift and not start anything 
himself. Secretly he was a bit afraid of letting go of his control in these 
kind of situations. He liked the feeling of control over his own body and 
disliked being possessed. His reverie about the Grace Doctors continued. 
He knew they came from Cornwall, from Fawton in fact; he had heard this 
detail on John Peel. He walked over to the bookshelf and pulled down the 
road atlas. Hmm, not far from Hoggle's Bay; 'bout ten miles, probably 
hitchable. 

“Christopher! Your tea's getting cold!” 

“Sorry Mum, be right down.” She only called him Christopher these 
days if it was in front of her more snobby friends or she was fed up. He 


leapt downstairs. After tea he would ring Kate. She'd know what the hell 
had happened. 


“So what do you think has happened?” asked Popkid. 

“Search me” said Kate. “In a way I don't really care. He's a big boy. 
He can look after himself hopefully. Thinking about it, it was a bit girly 
anyway. You're probably overworried.” 

“You were the one who rushed out the classroom.” 

“Yeah well, girls are good at that sort of thing. Although I don't think 
any of the Girlies had the stomach for it.” 

“Girlies?” 

“You know, the unstrong silent types who never say anything with 
their long, wound Ophelia hair and their desperate note-taking as if their 
life depended on it. Their handwriting is nicely rounded. And they're 
usually THIN!” She instinctively shouted this down the line. 

“Awlright! Keep your hair neatly on. I only asked.” 

“Well, you couldn't depend on them in a real situation. Not that I 
would have known what to say, I suppose. He did it for attention, but 
unfortunately he left school a bit quickly, before we could pander to his 
whim of self-indulgence.” 

“That's a bit harsh. I thought you were matey with him.” 

“Had a few drunken monologues and a phone call. I got about 20 
words in, all told. Great friendship.” 

“Kate, if I didn't know you better. . .” 

“You'd think I was cynical. Well I am, old chap and becoming rapidly 
more so.” 

“So you're not going to ring him?” 

“Why don't you? I mean, maybe what he's missing is the old male 
bonding. He doesn't seem to have many mates at the moment.” 

“He doesn't seem to have many mates full stop. They all lose interest 
when he flids.” 

“Which when he talks to people, is quite often.” 

“Wasn't there that time in History when he had a blast at Old 
Todgers?” 

“Yeah. Old Todge probably couldn't hear it anyway. Deaf old 
buzzcock. Can't even remember what it was about.” 

“Neither can I. Then there was that time in year 11 when Mossman 
got the hump. Don't you remember, he threw him out of the classroom? 
Big macho stunt.” 

“Yeah, but I'm on Tim's side there, whatever happened. Don't forget, 
I wasn't in your GCSE group. What did happen?” 

“Well, as far as I can. . .wait a minute yeah, it was about this joke. 
Tim was cracking one about rolling a joint or something like that. I didn't 
really cotton on, still being a Weed Virgin at that stage, but I'd heard about 


the pranks Tim's mates got up to with these pipe things they'd made in 
Pottery. They were going to donate a couple of big ones to the Pottery 
teacher ‘for services rendered’. They all thought he was probably well into 
it himself. Tim had got out some of these pipes and was waving them 
around when Hubble spotted him. Tim musta given him some lippy before 
then I should think, anyway Moss does the flid and threatens to throw him 
out. I don't think he even realised what they were - probably never seen 
any. If some block got up and bit him, he wouldn't realise what it was. 
Anyway, flid in full force, and Tim gets up very solemnly, gives out the 
pipes to the most unlikely people in the class, dead slow, and by this time 
Hubble's bubblin', as they used to say. Tim gives him the old stare and is 
then propelled out the door by the forces of Moss's breath and damp 
cardigan. End of story. But it wasn't the only time. He even transferred 
English groups towards the end, didn't he?” 

“I wouldn't know. The pub chats only started a couple of months ago. 
I don't really remember him from year 11 that much. A mere pimply 
youth.” 

“Yeah, a mere immature male. Is it true that you're a raving 
feminist?” 

“Don't be sarky or else I'll cut your balls off. Whatever gave you that 
idea, dorknose?” 

“Just the way you constantly put down half the world's population, 
like.” 

“Well I'm having a civilised conversation with one of the other half 
right now. No, I've had loadsa male mates. Well, one or two. But it is 
difficult when you're a female with a bit of attitude, as I hope I have. The 
bitchy girls are bitchy, the nice Girlies are bewildered, the macho guys are 
seriously Neanderthal and the nice boys are eunuchs mostly.” 

“What's a eunuch?” 

“Don't you know anything? A castrated male at the court of an 
Eastern Emperor. Doesn't interfere with the harem, but makes a great big 
beefy security guard.” 

“God, you're an intelligent woman. Plus that's now two references to 
castration in one day. My poor dickbrain can't handle it.” 

“Yeah well, I'm not too sure about that Mr C. Mr Sexy-Psychoanalysis, 
he thinks.” 

“What, that stuff about that Greek geezer. Whatsisname?” 

“Oedipus, mate. Oedipus Rex. Rex for short.” 

“Oh, just the job. Fancy marrying your mother without knowing it. 
Well creepy.” 

“Yeah, almost as bad as kill a king, as they say.” 

“OK, brain. For your bonus University Challenge bloody points, 
what's up with Tim then?” She told him the stuff Darlene had mentioned. 

“Christ, it's not surprising he blew his top. Sensitive issue.” 


“Yeah, but he's not the only one. How many people do we know that 
have only got a single parent living with them? We're the exceptions round 
here.” 

“You could be right there.” There was a silence. “Oh well, I guess I'll 
get back to the Doctors. And you can get back to your girly soaps. What is 
it tonight? 'Blossom'? 'Roseanne'? 

“Piss off, Meat-between-the-ears. I'm down to some serious girly 
indie-pop lounging, Popkid.” 

“You're the Popkid, Kate. That bloody Clements called me it again 
today. He's getting used to it.” 

“Serves you right. He'd call it irony I suppose. That's what he calls 
everything else.” 

“Yeah, what is it again? Everybody's afraid to ask for the thousandth 
time. And you sit there like that thing next to the pyramids lookin' moody 
and mean, not sayin' anythin' either. Yet you know the secret. Oh Oracle, 
what is it?” 

“You're too sarky. How's the Surf Trip shaping up then?” 

“I'm well looking forward to it. It's going to be excellent. Can't wait. 
Tongue hanging out etc etc. You should have come as well. Make a nice 
change from messing about with that brush.” 

“No chance, sonny. I'm with the real people, the art people, the 
people people.” 

“Yeah well, I'd sooner be bashing the lip and taking a drop, as they 
Say.” 

“The only lip I'll be bashing is that handsome chap who frequents the 
‘Griffin's Tongue’. Tomorrow night, hopefully.” 

“Ug. You're not gonna go all Frenchy on us, are you? Snoggers' 
Paradise!” 

“What me, snog in a public place? Yeah!” 

“Kate, you're embarrassing me. Put some clothes on, mentally I 
mean.” 

“No, I refuse.” 

“Anyway, what do you see in older men? I mean, he is a lot older isn't 
he?” 

“Yeah, very hirsute! I don't know, it's just my metier darling. They go 
for me in a big way. I can't help myself either.” 

“I'd be shit-scared. I mean, going out with an older woman. I'd be a 
toy-boy.” 

“Oh well, p'raps it won't work out. Who knows? Plenty more fishes in 
the sea.” 

“Yeah, why not? Well, thanks for the chat. See you down the pub, 
with or without a hairy hanger-on.” 

“Yeah definitely. Hey, is Mr C bringing the French assistante?” 

“So Matt says. Though he's not usually Mr Reliable with the goss. 


‘Suits you sir’ I'd say.” 

“She's a bit young.” 

“Now look who's talking! Bloody hell, are you winding me up or 
what? Are you sure you don't fancy him as well?” 

“Ooooh no, too slobby with that funny jacket and trouser co- 
ordination.” 

“Yeah well, that's his uniform. He isn't going to be wearing that to 
the pub is he?” 

“Hope not. A shell suit perhaps, or corduroy trousers and a pipe?” 

“Are you trying to say he's middle-aged?” 

“Yeah, very. Look, even if he wasn't my teacher, I wouldn't give him 
the time of day, other than in an intellectual kinda way. The guy's warped.” 

“This is a joke, lookin' at the blokes you hang about with. Bohemia 
United, Third Division.” 

“Haha. Anyway, I wish him all the best in his love life. I think he 
needs a good shagging, as you boys are always saying.” 

“Cheers for that. Anyway, see you tomorrow.” 

“Yeah, bye-bye and toodle-pip for now.” 

“Yeah, bye.” 


Clements was feeling decidedly saintly. It wasn't every day he did 
three and a half hours marking. And in mid-week too. Although the coffee 
was being drunk now - he couldn't keep up the concentration that long - 
he felt knackered but a nice guy. He definitely deserved to put his feet up 
in front of the old Tube. He didn't normally buy a TV guide of any kind and 
relied solely on the paper. Today he hadn't bought one in the general rush, 
so he rummaged around for the Sunday supplement listings. Mmm, the 
arty Channel 4 flick 'Five cucumbers’, director Antoine Fixet, sounded a bit 
too arty. And it starts at 10 bloody 50. He was secretly glad he didn't own a 
video sometimes or else he'd be forcing himself to sit through one hours 
55 minutes of quick-fire 1988 Paris slang the next evening. OK, it's the 
light-light entertainment and 'News at Ten' on ITV or the News and 'Why 
are our inner cities teeming with crime ready-made for our screens?’ on 
BBC1 and on Two a programme about Californian physicists solving 
another Riddle of the Universe that would be much healthier for us if it 
remained as a profound mystery. Quite frankly, it was no contest: Des 
O'Connor and East 17, and two dry sherries to keep the cold out. 

At 9.30, a Foster's Green High Street passer-by would have seen a 
hunched silhouette by the window overlooking the street, dozing away to 
the strains of canned laughter and the vision of pearly white small teeth, 
white suit and black tie and sun-lamp tan that is 'Des O'Connor Tonight’. A 
half-drunk glass of sherry on the table. 


Monique sat over the blank page that would be the letter to Maman. 


Dolores, or 'Loli' as she was known, the Spanish assistant with whom she 
shared the caretaker's bungalow, had cooked dinner and had offered 
sympathy in broken French and English when she saw how upset Monique 
was, but Monique had simply told her that there was bad news from home, 
not serious though, and she had accepted her answer in a correspondingly 
simple and also kind way. Loli was in her own room now, listening to the 
radio quietly: she liked to listen to the Radio 4 to practise her English 
listening skills, a habit which Monique frankly admired. She preferred a 
music station, where you had a break from the talking, or perhaps Radio 5, 
although it was only on medium wave and had terrible quality of reception. 
She could hear the faint hum of voices and the 'Archers' theme tune. She 
looked at her watch: 7.20. She had been sitting here for 20 minutes with 
no result. 

She got up and looked outside. Lots of people were arriving at the 
school for evening classes: pottery, computer studies, even French. She 
herself had taught a ten week conversation course in the spring term 
which was very agreeable, very pleasant. She wished that she had the 
distraction of a class to prepare right now: to be involved with people and 
learn new things and be able to laugh with good nature at the jokes and 
laughter of the English humour. It was no use: she would have to go out for 
a walk; to clear her mind of the strange thoughts that were marching 
through her spirit incessantly. It was still warm enough just to wear a tee- 
shirt and skirt for a while. She called out to Loli that she would return 
some time later. She said to the blank paper: au revoir Maman. 

She walked down by the river, along the towpath and watched the 
melancholy willow trees swaying slightly in the cool breeze that had begun 
in the last half an hour. The flowers along the bank of the river were 
beginning to drowse in the evening haze, closing up with the gradual 
setting of the sun. As she patrolled the path, she also walked the country 
routes around Morlaix with the family's little Scottish terrier Max and she 
threw sticks for him to chase. She strolled with her father once more, their 
old walks around the farm at sunset, their comfortable pace and 
concerned, serious, philosophical yet joyful talking about everything under 
the sun. She walked with her older brothers in years gone by to the station 
as their family took the train to St Pol and a picnic spread in the large 
garden of her uncle. She walked with Henri in their midnight, summer 
strolls by another river, in another time. His strong arms and his light 
touch; his lips, his arms and his hair, she could smell the perfume of him 
now. The nights, which seemed in one sense to fly past, but in another way 
to be endless; to be out in the starlight while everyone else slept the sleep 
of the exhausted. They had life or at least a key to open a secret to life, a 
secret now passed on to another time and another two people. 

She continued up through the town and down the High Street. She 
recognised the shop that John Clements lived above, by his description 


when they first met. Why didn't she ring the bell and tell him her trouble? 
She could almost hear his voice, awkward yet soothing: someone to tell, 
someone to sympathise, though he was not strong enough just to listen. He 
would feel the need to rescue her, and she did not need to be rescued, well 
not yet. 

She stood for a moment under his window. She could see him sitting 
in shadow with his back to the window. She could hear a TV set with its 
laughter. It tipped the balance. She would walk on. It was 9.10 pm. 

Her key turned the lock of the bungalow. It was dark outside now. 
She was a little cold, feeling the sudden night-time drop in temperature. 
She pulled on a sweatshirt. She sat down at the table and took the pen in 
her hand. The words poured out like grief. Her Maman must know 
everything: she would know everything anyway. She could tell Monique's 
secrets from any distance. Perhaps she was not ready, quite yet, to be the 
grown-up woman. There was still a little girl, sometimes. 

The image is of a hand moving across paper underneath a reading 
lamp in a darkened room. The head is bowed as if in worship almost, 
although leaning to one side. The hair is brushed back with the other 
hand. The words are healing: they are blessing her as she writes and 
writes. 


8: Wednesday evening 


Kathryn would have to do some phoning around. She had assumed 
that she would just turn up at the pub, but nearer the time she realised 
that there was a lift to arrange and she didn't want to rely on her Mum or 
Dad. For a start, she would then be faced with the old problem of whether 
to ask them for a lift back. This used to be the politic thing to do, in the 
early days when they didn't mind her being taken to the pub, but minded a 
lot if she got drunk. Then she went through a totally independent period - 
or so she thought - when she asked mates, though then got into all sorts of 
problems ‘staying over at friends’ or so the saying goes. Lots of little white 
lies and being found out and the Old Wrinklies throwing a few major flids. 
Well, at least she got the old virginity bit shoved aside in time-honoured 
fashion. Lately she had been relying on Darlene, who had access to a car 
and had passed her test. Kate, being that bit younger (she had always been 
a young one in her year by the nature of her July birthday) had not yet 
started the lessons and felt dead envious of those of her mates who were 
flying around in their Nissan Micras and old Ford Escorts. It was one of 
those reasons why she hung about more with the year 13s, although some 
of these people were of course nearly two years older than her. It didn't 
seem to matter: what was worrying her more was the fact that so many of 
them had already left school after their A-level exams and were either 
working and saving up for lush hols, were preparing in some other way for 
a year out before Uni or were simply Lounging with a capital L in 
preparation for what would probably be a Life of Lounging. 

So who would she ring? Perhaps at this do she would get to know 
Rob better: he had a dodgy vehicle, but it went from A to B she supposed. 
She remembered a catalogue of disasters with an old Mini owned by 
another ‘older man’, by the name of Bernie. Crap name, crap car. Nice 
DMs and kissing technique though. Bernie seemed to think that servicing a 
Car meant swearing at it regularly when it broke down on the highway and 
kicking it too, rather like people used to hit TVs on the side (according to 
her Dad). Stuck out on the road to Foster's Jump on a cold January night at 
about 1 am was not her idea of being looked after. What good's kissing 
technique when you're not even talking to somebody? Rob's car, though an 
old banger, was kept clean inside, she had to admit. In fact, he had spent a 


good proportion of their first chat telling her about how he cleaned the car. 
No a particularly good omen for the future, but who knows, perhaps he 
was nervous too. 

They hadn't exactly made arrangements to meet this evening, but 
Kate knew he was an habitue of the 'Griffin' and would usually be there on 
a Wednesday night, and she had mentioned the meeting when they had 
last talked, a few days ago. She would try not to be too disappointed if he 
didn't turn up. 

She picked up the phone and dialled Darlene's number just to make 
sure she was still going out with Dave: daft really, but anyway Darlene had 
already gone, her mother said. Next she thought of Punk Jane, though she 
probably wouldn't want to go, not being connected to either the Art Guys 
or Surf Kids. It would need to be Fluffhead then. 

“Hi! Is Angela in please?” 

“Hello, who is that?” 

“It's Kathryn Jones. Is that Angie's Mum?” 

“No, her aunt. I've popped round for tea. I'll get Angela.” 

She heard the 'Neighbours' theme tune wailing in the background. 
God, how did she ever watch that programme? 

“Hiya Kate!” 

“Hi Ange. I've got a favour to ask, old bean.” 

“Awlright. What is it? Wanna borrow a CD or something?” Kate 
silenttly wondered what Ange could possibly mean. Her CD and tape 
collection was strictly MOR, her only concessions to the edges of Indie 
stuff being the latest Blur. 

“Er no, actually I was wondering if you were going to the 'Griff' 
tonight and if I could cadge a lift.” 

“Oh...” It's another Fluffhead interval coming up, thought Kate. 
Often Ange would go quiet for ages. She did wait for a while. 

“Cause there's a bit of a meet going on. Art and Surfing combined. 
Last chance to see the Surf kids before next week really.” 

“Oh...” Three months went by. “Well no, I don't think I am. Wait a 
minute, someone rang up, who was it?” Kathryn didn't know. She wasn't 
telepathic. “Oh yeah. Sue Dixon, she's going. Actually I might go with her. I 
was going to ring her back. But I forgot.” 

“Look Fluffhead! Sue Dixon? What are you doing hanging around 
with her?” 

“She's allright. Misunderstood. She's quite nice really. Nice when you 
get to know her.. .” The voice trailed off again. “Well, shall I phone her 
then?” Kathryn was in a quandary. Although Sue Dixon was local, she was 
one of the Girliest of Girlies and had a very obnoxious boyfriend called 
Nigel who seemed to think it was the height of sophistication to scatter 
anti-female remarks wherever he was standing, sitting or snoring. It might 
be worth the ten minutes it would take to cruise into the Green to put up 


with this offensive person. Sue was so passive too, she just wanted to 
shake her up and tell her to fucking well do something about her life, 
though you got the feeling that nothing would make any difference. She 
would end up marrying the computer analyst Nigel Harmsworth and 
having 2.4 suburban babies in nice suburban Foster's Jump and sending 
them to Foster's Green High School so that. . .this time it was her being 
silent on the end of the phone though. 

“Er yeah. Give her a ring, then ring me.” 

After she put the phone down, she realised that as soon as she got to 
the pub, she would have to pretend she wasn't with the awful Sue'n'Nigel, 
yet somehow appear grateful. It was like being with two adults. 

Time to think about Rob again for a bit. But why was she a slave to 
these romantic notions about men? He did have a nice arse though. 


Popkid looked at the clock. 7.14 again! He must be nervous. He was 
sure it said the same time ages ago. Must be something wrong with the 
clock. Matt was supposed to be calling round for him at quarter past seven 
though the man was often unreliable: his head permanently inside that 
dream of a wave, was his own explanation. Never mind, he was enjoying 
listening to the Doctors again. He couldn't stop playing that CD. It was like 
that sometimes with music: you just had to play the thing again and again 
till you got sick of it. Though he wasn't sick of it yet. He thought seriously 
again of his secret plan to skive off and contact them. He would have to 
make a phone call tomorrow evening, or attempt to drop in while he was in 
Cornwall. He had the number by having contacted their label 'White Label' 
after hearing the address on John Peel, who often mentioned the details of 
small, independent labels or indeed the artists and musicians themselves. 
He was good like that. All the famous people he had started off: his Dad 
had filled him in on the details from way back in the 1960s. Those who had 
become extremely dodgy later on, like Rod Stewart and Pink Floyd, but 
who had been, according to his Dad, pretty radical at the time. He could 
believe it with someone like Bowie though. Of all the people operating 
today under the heading 'Ambient' he admired the Grace Doctors. It was 
just something about the sound. He had tried explaining it to some of his 
musician mates: they were unimpressed. To them, ambient was a bit naff. 
What you played had to have a tune of sorts; even if it was grungy, there 
was supposed to be a song underneath all the thrash guitar and anguished 
vocal straining. Maybe there were loads of people down in Cornwall all 
into ambient. 

He heard the ring at the doorbell. A quick check on the gear. Oxbow 
jacket, the old one, not the unworn-in one he had bought for an 
extortionate price at the beginning of the summer. Hair was quite floppy, 
pity about the tufty bit at the back. Maybe he could get away with the 
‘Damon who just got up’ idea. The trainers were OK, a bit muddy but that 


was allright. Lots of deodorant and a quick application of the body spray, 
nothing too Lynx-y. 

He hurtled downstairs. Mum was being embarrassing with Matt: they 
must go straightaway or else she'd say something really naff that Matt 
would use against him when everyone was listening. 

Matt said: “well thanks Mrs Wilkinson, I'll think about it. Cheerio 
then.” He used the polite British English with Popkid's Mum and reverted 
to Surf when with Popkid. “Man” he said when they had closed the door, 
“she's cool, your Mum, but a little on the dodgy side when it comes to 
makin' polite conversation.” 

“She's gettin' on in years” explained Popkid, “and doesn't understand 
the surf generation. Can you imagine, there wasn't such a thing AS surfing 
in her young days.” 

“Man, it's hard to imagine. You got some dosh?” 

“Not much, I'm skint. I'm hopin' to home in on Pete the wonderful 
flatterable surf king, for a loan.” Matt then went through a list of possible 
loaners. He seemed to have it sussed. 

“How do you know all this, man? You got telepathy or somethin'?” 
Popkid was genuinely amazed. 

“Why rely on Pete when you can rely on a fantastic memory for 
names and faces? And a telewhatsit memory at that.” He was blagging, 
Popkid knew. “Anyway Popkid man, I got contacts.” He used the word with 
a significant nod of the head. 

“Look, even you're at it now. First Kate, then she gets all her arty 
mates to join in. Even Mr C thinks it's cute.” 

“Well, you gotta admit it suits you. All that earnest listening. All you 
need is surf guitar man, I tell you.” 

“Well you're wrong, smartass. There's more to life than watching 
‘Pulp Fiction'.” 

“But not much more” countered Matt. 

“You're weird, seriously, but let's call round on Pete anyway. Dosh or 
not, he's a sound geezer for this type of event.” Popkid always felt better 
arriving at a pub with a couple of mates. To chance arriving on his own 
and not find anyone there was the mega of embarrassment. But to turn up 
knowing only Art Guys that would be there before him would double the 
embarrassment factor, definitely. 

He didn't like turning up late though. All the supposedly cool people 
who arrived half an hour before closing time missed out on a lot. He didn't 
like to start drinking before he left home either: it made you feel weird on 
the way to the pub and the one time he tried it at home his old folks were 
well annoyed. It wasn't worth the hassle. 

They had reached Pete's house. He shared a house with his older 
brother, the only person he knew who was at school who had this semi- 
independent situation. Their parents were pretty cool and had gone off to 


California or somewhere on a sort of extended holiday. There were old ex- 
hippies who had come into a fortune on the Lottery. Well, it was rumoured 
that they had won £800,000, although Pete wouldn't ever divulge the 
details - too uncool. And they had decamped pretty permanently. Pete 
certainly wasn't letting on about when they would return, but then he 
didn't really let on about anything: he was that kind of guy. He let the 
surfing do the talking. He was definitely the best Man on the Wave from 
these parts. Some attributed it to his fairly major consumption of block, 
although he was a maverick in that he didn't like to smoke it much with 
tobacco, having never liked the pollutant qualities of the old nicotine. He 
used to make cakes (he was an ace cook, also) and was even known to eat 
it raw. He was a good bloke about it though. Presumably his folks had left 
them with a pound or two, but they were quite hospitable when sharing it 
around; as long as you were cool they didn't mind. Popkid was grateful 
that he was considered one of the Inner Circle. He'd had some good 
sessions at Pete's place and also liked the brother, whose name was 
Sebastian or Seb for short. These old hippies! Actually, Pete's first name 
was Spencer: he was named after some supposedly cool painter from way 
back who, according to Kate, was a rad guy who painted people being 
resurrected out of the ground or something weird like that. His second 
name was even worse - Stanley for Chrissake - though they sort of caved 
in to normality with Peter as the third name. Not many knew about Pete's 
proper names: he wasn't even on the school records as such. They thought 
his only name was Peter. Pete Sharpe was definitely preferable to Spencer 
Sharpe, in Popkid's view. It was weird that Pete never mentioned it: it was 
a tale that circulated secretly among those that knew him. A sort of myth 
or would it be legend? He could never remember. 

Pete was outside in the garden waxing his board. The school weren't 
allowing anyone to take their own boards, much to the intense 
disappointment of the real fanatics, since they were going in two 
minibuses and not a coach. There was hardly enough room for their 
luggage, let alone any boards, Mr Townsend said. And they were 
supposedly hiring other ones from the instructors at the course, which was 
good news for the dorks who didn't have proper boards at home. Mind you, 
you couldn't believe anything that twerp said with confidence. Popkid 
remembered the stories about last year's trip. Pete was determined to give 
his board a last loving wax before saying bye-bye to it for over a week. He 
was happy enough to rest from his labours for the remainder of the 
evening though. For a moment Popkid thought he had forgotten about 
tonight, but you could never tell with Pete. He was deep. 

“Hi man” he addressed the two as a single unit. “You gotta go?” 

“Well yeah, the others'll be there.” 

“Right, it's cool. I was doin' this for the sake of it really. Unnecessary 
action.” That was probably the longest speech they'd get out of him this 


evening. He'd be content to nod sagely at everyone else's inane remarks 
which got more inane, of course, as the drinking time went on, but came 
into his own at the after-hours sessions, usually at his place: this saved him 
from the uncoolness of carrying stuff with him as well. 

They walked along the road to the 'Griffin's Tongue' with Matt and 
Popkid loping along. It was like they were saying all this stuff for his 
information, though he knew it all anyway. It was generally like that with 
Pete - it just seemed the thing to do. Just as they were arriving they 
bumped into a crowd of Art Guys, most of whom were girls. There was a 
lot of eyeballing and sizing up of clothes and fanciable people. Popkid felt a 
bit out of it. It was all somewhat embarrassing without a couple of halves 
inside you. He and Matt went for the bar. Popkid usually ordered the 
drinks since he was taller than Matt and had a more confident manner 
when the drinking began. He asked for two halves of lager and they 
pushed their way to the Art Guys' table. For a quarter to eight it was quite 
busy in the pub and they had to get chairs from another table. 

He couldn't see Kathryn anywhere or that madman Tim. He hoped 
that he wouldn't turn up. Not that he had anything against him, but. . .he 
was so unpredictable. At least you knew that Matt was going to chuck at 
the end of an unhealthy amount of curry and lager and that certain other 
people became either more animated or merely more stupid under the 
influence, but he'd seen Tim in action. What was he on? 

The talk at this table was centered on the Art Exhibition next week. 
These Art Guys were some talkers. They were all trying to speak at once 
already and nobody was even drunk yet. But the main feature of the 
conversation that seemed interesting to the surfers and other '‘outsiders' 
was the Life Drawing class. As far as any of the Art Guys knew, nothing 
like this had been attempted in a school before. There had been 
widespread guffaws at first, amongst the more uncool and dorkhead 
elements of the sixth form, as well as the expected stupidities from Lower 
School. The teachers were practically going to have to post security 
guards on the doors to send away the three or four hundred kids who had 
registered for other on-site activities. It was morbidly fascinating for the 
surfers because they were going away and would miss the so-called 
excitement. Matt wanted to know straightaway whether any of the 
students were going to pose. One of the Art Guys explained that Mrs A 
would only use them if one of the proper models didn't turn up; that she 
had hired two people a day for the first three days, which was the extent of 
the Life Drawing, before the paintings from these initial sketches were to 
be completed in time for the Exhibition to be set up at the weekend and to 
open on the following Monday. It was complicated because several of the 
top Art Guys, including Kathryn and her little team, were involved in this 
English project which required them to paint famous figures from 
Literature. The Life Drawing seemed a more interesting bet. Popkid 


wondered if, theoretically, he would pose: no way, came the instantaneous 
thought reply; not for a lot of money. Have a load of kids stare at my 
tackle? 

He was still thinking about his sensitive prickly bits when someone 
pointed out Kathryn at the other end of the bar, talking to some older 
geezer. It turned out to be one of the models, a layabout called Bob or 
something, who she fancied. She certainly wasn't hiding the fact. She was 
knocking back the old shorts too. His attention was drawn away to two of 
the Art Guys who were lounging on the the floor of the pub, pretending to 
pose. They were a sound laugh though. Might be quite a cool evening after 
all. 


Kathryn had arrived at the pub in a state of high anxiety. The car ride 
had been awful. Why had she fallen for the old 'convenient lift' gag again? 
Trouble was, she only had herself to blame. The wanker Nigel had recently 
bought himself a second-hand - and fairly old - Ford Escort XR3, which 
even a car layperson like Kate knew was the model that dork madmen of 
Nigel's age drove in the late 80s and pretended to be Mr Speed-on-Wheels. 
This one had evidently been burned out about then, 'cause it was fucking 
knackered all right now. He still drove it like he was on a racetrack 
though, no problem. Why do men, or rather boys, of a certain age (like 17 
to 45) have to constantly show off in cars? She remembered - for some odd 
reason - an old cliché of Mr C's about the BBC (Big Boys' Club) of car 
owners, in other words those that owned penis-shaped cars rather than the 
box type. He said it had something to do with that weirdo Freud and the 
fact that men saw certain, usually fast, cars as some sort of penis 
substitute after they'd been castrated. She sometimes did have very 
serious doubts about Mr C and his Mr Penis-Envy Freud. Mind you, it had 
to be better than Old Todgers' History lessons. King Boredom IV. He was 
probably as old as Freud as well. He must have known him at Vienna Uni 
haha. Perhaps she should tell young Nigel of his theory next time. Next 
time? She was fooling herself already. Never, never again! 

He had even managed to detour round the Foster's Green bypass at 
least twice before ending up at the Tongue. Maybe he hadn't finished 
singing the praises of his XR3 for the fifth time or he wanted to ask again 
what she was going to do when she left school. Christ! The guy's talking 
like her uncle or something. He also had seriously bad breath and Lynx 
body spray, the ultimate dodgy combination of noxious smells. Sue hardly 
said a word all journey, content with a smug look that said: “you too can 
have a boyfriend with a fast car if only you shut your gob and complete 
efface your personality”. Fuck that for a bunch of zeros. By the time she 
was at the pub, she had required herself to be a badly split schizoid: while 
smiling sweetly at the knightly Nigel, but thinking seriously uplifting 
reflections about Matisse, Cezanne and Jackson Pollock. Were JP's drip 


paintings truly representational of the decline of the American Dream or 
was he just a cop-out wino who had fooled everyone into thinking this 
(including the CIA)? It was a fascinating question and one which she 
involuntarily returned to in moments of pure stress, to calm the old nerves. 
Cezanne's obsession with Mont Saint-Fontaine or whatever it was called, 
returning to it day after day to paint it from all angles and perspectives, 
and so changing the course of modern Western Art, was something else 
that was endlessly. . . 

“So you think you might get a job in a museum, like?” 

“Um? Oh yes Nigel. Perhaps the Louvre or the Canaletto in Venice. 
It's so romantic don't you think?” 

“I don't know, pet. Never been to one of them art galleries. Have we 
Sue?” 

“No, love.” 

“You see, if I see a painting, I like it to show real things. Like a good 
portrait or a photograph. Like in that place we went to earlier in the 
summer, Something Gardens it were called. It had some fantastic vintage 
cars in this kind of long garage that this Lord Somebody had restored. Ooh 
there were some ace Bugattis, a couple of early Mercs and even...” Kate 
drifted off into a reverie of Raoul Dufy and his watercolour racehorses. . . 

“.,..1 mean I don't know why, but see that there? That's what I mean. 
Pulled out of a junction, all hesitant like, didn't get out quick enough. I 
nearly went into the back of her. Now I know I shouldn't say this, but you 
wouldn't see your average bloke pull out so slowly. It only happens with 
women, see they're not so quick off the mark. It confuses people, like. You 
don't have enough time to react. I mean it's all reflex and then - pow! -a 
needless accident. Happens all the time. I mean, Sue's quite a neat little 
driver, aren't you love? But women in general, they should get special 
instruction or something. You know, it's just that they get in the way. I 
don't suppose you'd agree with me, Kathryn.” 

Matisse's 'Snail', Gauguin's Tahiti women, Van Gogh's tortured 
church steeples, swaying golden fields of grain under a menacing sky, 
Raoul Dufy and his racetrack dreams once more... 

“Well, I can see you're the Strong Silent Type haha haha. Are you 
going to learn how to drive then, Kathryn?” 

“Well, now that you've told me of the dangers in being a woman 
driver, perhaps I ought not to bother.” 

“Now don't take me too literally, Kathryn. I'm sure you'd have a good 
stab at it.” A good stab at your bollocks. Waste of a good knife. “Ah, here 
we are. The 'Griffin's Tongue’. What did you say this get-together was in 
aid of, Kathryn?” 

“Art Guys and Surf Kids.” 

“Art 'guys', like Americans?” 

“Yeah. Jackson Pollock, Frank Kline, Mark Rothko: they should all be 


there.” 

“What? You mean Americans living in Foster's Green?” Nigel was 
incredulous. 

“Oh yeah, been here for years. Sons of GI brides. Retained US 
citizenship.” 

“And what do they do for a living? Do they paint?” 

“Nah, they're bricklayers, builders and all that. Paint in their spare 
time.” 

“Well. You amaze me, Kathryn. I suppose it's hard to get a job as 
a. . .artist.” It took a while for Nigel to find the word. “I mean like, not like 
a decorator.” Kate wasn't sure if he knew the difference. 

“Oh, they do decorating as well. You know, to earn a crust.” 

“Well, we've all got to do that.” Nigel was relived to be on surer 
ground. “Perhaps you can introduce us to these painter blokes, sorry 'Art' 
blokes, no. . . 'guys', wasn't it?” 

“Yeah, I think you'd like Mark. Jackson's probably a bit too much of a 
drip for you.” 

“Right, well. Sue and I will be in the 'Eatery' section if you want to 
bring them over for a bit of a chat, won't we Sue?” She nodded 
approvingly. “Well, it's certainly been nice to have this little ‘artistic’ chat 
with you, Kathryn haha!” The awful Nigel, in his blazer and striped tie and 
smug, well-heeled smile, ambled off to the eating section with the 
appendage Sue. She even had a shiny fake-leather handbag for fuck's 
sake. She squeezed out an expected “thanks for the lift” and looked in 
despair at the bar. Rob! And a few early Art Guys! She hurried over. Not 
too fast. Not too fast. 

“Hi!” She turned a smile for his benefit. 

“Hello. Fancy seeing you here. Have a drink.” Ummm, a man of few 
words, and a nice arse. Pretty decent jeans too. “What'll it be then?” 
Straight to the point, no arsing around. 

“Can I be cheeky and have a vodka and lime?” she beamed. 


Popkid's evening was starting to heat up nicely. He'd drunk three 
halves of lager in fairly rapid succession and had had some well weird 
conversations with some of these Art Guys. Communication-wise it had 
been a surprise: he had expected there to be lots of nervous chat in a 
cliquey kind of way, with the Surfers sticking to Surf and the others 
sticking to Art. But right from the start the Art Guys took over with their 
speedy and outrageous behaviour. He knew some of them already of 
course, since he didn't stick to his own mates for company around the 
school and outside too, but he'd talked to loads of people tonight, and 
listened as well. None of them were very much like Kate: in fact they all 
seemed different, and this would appear to be the aim. Sarcastic 
comments were reserved for those who wore similar gear or who had the 


same ideas, whereas for the Surf Kids there was a code, almost a uniform 
and certainly a code of what you ought to say, of which he had always been 
suspicious. It was a running joke that the more 'mans' you sprinkled in 
your chat, the more of a Surfer you were, though it wasn't only a joke: a lot 
really believed it and acted like that in order that you might think they 
were a part of it. He rather liked this attempted individuality of the Art 
Guys. Or maybe it was just a front or pose, put on especially for this 
evening. Unlikely a co-ordinated gesture; perhaps there were just enough 
individuals who wanted to show off. Anyway, it was a laugh. He'd learned 
all about Life Drawing classes at least. He definitely wouldn't be 
embarrassed drawing somebody, although posing himself was a problem, 
particularly if there were younger kids drawing him. He supposed that's 
why Mrs A had booked outsiders like that Bob bloke. 

Looking round, he noticed Kate snogging the man at the bar area. 
What was she up to? This was highly unusual Kathryn behaviour, he had to 
admit. She wasn't the sort to show off in this way normally. He was trying 
to put these thoughts in some kind of order and listening to some story 
about a driving lesson that had gone horribly wrong, when he saw Mr C 
and the French assistante walk through the door. He had on some dodgy 
leather jacket that he probably thought was fashionable, though she 
looked allright. Actually she was pretty good-looking. Was Mr C going out 
with her? It was obviously a question several people were thinking by the 
way that the conversation petered out as they entered. Ma'amselle Beauny 
didn't look too happy: perhaps she was nervous. Mr C was talking to her 
rather earnestly. He noticed the group of students in their corner of the 
pub and strolled over. 

“Hi, Mr C” volunteered Popkid. Nobody else had taken much notice 
of him after the entrance. One or two nods. Popkid wondered who had 
invited him. “Are you an Art Guy or a Surf Kid then?” he felt really nervous 
asking this, though it seemed the only thing to say. 

“Um, tricky question. Well, I don't know anything about Surf, except 
it used to be a washing powder, so I suppose I'm nearer to being an Art 
person. How about you, Monique?” 

“Iam an artist in my heart, I hope.” 

“Well, that's one way of looking at it.” Popkid didn't know what to say 
next. 

“Would it embarrass you if I bought you a drink?” 

“What? Oh, that's decent of you Mr C. I'll have another half of this 
revolting lager please.” 

“Why have revolting when you can have expensive? Try some of this.” 
Clements indicated the pump holding a more substantial brand. 

“Well, I don't mind if I do. It's only 'cause I'm broke. Can't seem to 
get a job at the moment.” He went on to explain how he'd applied for a job 
in the local supermarket and had dressed up suitably for the interview, 


only to find out at the end, they didn't have a job available. They would 
‘put him on file'. And the next week, he saw a notice in the front window of 
the supermarket saying there was indeed a vacancy. What a cock-up! 

“Indeed” agreed Clements. “Did you say anything?” 

“Not worth it. Anyway, it would have meant getting up at about six 
o'clock on a Saturday. Very dodgy.” 

“Well, I won't bore you with 'the most embarrassing and pointless 
interviews I ever had' speech, though I can tell you that you're not alone.” 

“Very comforting, Mr C. Anyway, I suppose I should be grateful that I 
can get horse-bricked most Friday nights.” 

“Horse-bricked? Oh, you mean. . .I haven't come across that one 
before.” 

“I suppose I should have a night in occasionally, but. . .” 

“Well, I suppose that's for when you're older.” They were interrupted 
by the arrival of Kathryn. 

“Hello, Mr C.” She nodded at Monique. “Hi, you made it.” Popkid 
realised that it was Kate who had invited him. 

“Yes, it's a little time since I was in this pub” said Monique. 

“Didn't you come to a birthday do here? Was it Gary who's in your A- 
level group?” 

“Yes, it was since two or three months. I hope you don't mind. . .” 

“Course not” said Kathryn. Where was Bob? thought Popkid. 

“What are you drinking, Kathryn?” 

“Thanks, Mr C. I'm going to slow down a bit. I've been guzzling 
somewhat. Ask again in half an hour?” 

“I most certainly will. You know this is the first time I've been invited 
to a, well a sixth form do.” 

“Really! In three years?” 

“I'm afraid so. What's the etiquette? Do I buy everyone a drink and 
drive you all home or does everybody buy me a drink and drive me home?” 

“Well actually, I've never invited a teacher to a booze session. It was a 
sort of spontaneous thing. You'll blend in, unlike some I could mention.” 
Rob walked over from the direction of the Gents. 

“Hi” he said. “You must be Mr Clements. Heard a bit about you.” 
Clements thought of trotting out the old cliché “Nothing bad I hope” but 
even he had got tired of saying that. Instead he replied: 

“John, please. Actually, perhaps it's not John.” They all looked at him 
rather strangely. “No, I mean I'm not sure of the etiquette here. Students 
aren't meant to call teachers by their first names in school, unlike the 
College. 'Mr C' is a sort of middle way, I suppose. Am I the only teacher 
here?” 

“'Fraid so” said Kate. “You're not bothered much, are you?” 

“No” he lied. “Not after the first couple of drinks!” he offered, more 
truthfully. 


“Anyway, I've got to return to my naughty vodka and lime” said Kate. 
“T'll catch you a bit later in the evening. Tell me some more about William 
Blake.” 

“I'd be pleased to” he said to the retreating Kate. “Though I'll bea 
boring old fart. I can waffle on for hours.” 

“We noticed” she said, smiling. 

“Anyway Chris, tell me all about surfing. Everything I need to know 
for next week. I'm desperate.” He looked at Monique. 

“It's fine” she said. “I'm also interested. Actually, I'm jealous. No, 
envious yes? I wish I was going to Cornwall with you.” 

“Come as well” offered Popkid. “The more the merrier.” 

“The more the. . .? Oh I see. It's very sweet of you, but it's too late. 
And I have promised Mrs Adams. . .” 

“Oh, it's OK.” 

“T'll get the drinks” said Clements. “Think up some good stuff.” 

While he was gone, Popkid and Monique were joined by a couple of 
the more drunken Surfers who were swaying uneasily about, trying to 
cadge some money for further drinks. 

“They're a bit weird, those Art blokes. All that chat about 
whatsisname, Bollock or something, that one that Kate Jones likes. Why 
can't they talk about normal stuff, like driving lessons or beaches and 
stuff?” 

“It's a mystery” agreed Popkid. They swayed off, once they found out 
he had no cash. They steered clear of Monique. She told him about how 
she was helping out at the Art Exhibition. 

“Not posing then?” he interrupted, rather cheekily; something he 
wouldn't have said without the lager. She seemed to be embarrassed. “No I 
didn't mean...” 

“It's fine” she said. “No, my part is more boring.” 

“More what?” he asked. The noise level in the pub was increasing 
rapidly and it wasn't helped by the fact that two of the Art Guys were 
standing on their chairs pretending to have a Hyde Park Corner type 
shouting match about the merits of watercolours versus oil painting. Their 
supporters egged them on in a vodka and orange type shouting match of 
their own. 

“Boring!” said Monique rather more loudly. By this time, Clements 
had returned with their drinks, jostling through the swaying masses of 
Surf Kids, who now, as one, were much more animated than they had been 
twenty minutes before. Imaginary vastnesses of waves - with considerably 
exaggerated heights - they had encountered, were being shown, two or 
three of much nearly put paid to Clements's drinks tray. 

“So what do you want to know?” 

“Well, I mean. I'm just an ordinary swimmer. Not very good. And 
apart from mucking about on a board - is it a buggy board?” 


“Boogie. . .aS in boogie on down” said Popkid, sarcastically. 

“Er yes. . .boogie board. Well, I mean do I need to get special 
training?” 

“Well basically, you just stand up and hang on, to begin with. Bashing 
the lip comes later.” 

“Quite. I don't really intend bashing any of my anatomy, thanks.” 

“No! That means curling up to the top of the wave on your way down 
through the tube.” 

“Right. The tube. That's. . .?” 

“Inside the wave. When it rolls. But they only occur if there's an off- 
shore wind.” Clements looked at him quizzically. “Holds the waves up.” 

“Oh.” 

“Course, if the surf's pumpin’, no probs. You just roll with it, take a 
drop and off you go.” 

“Right. That's clear. Erm. . .” This form of explanation went on for 
several minutes, Popkid becoming more slurred and just slightly realising 
he wasn't making much sense to Clements. But it all seemed like good 
clean fun. 

“But I suppose you're just interested not to get embarrassed when 
everyone's watching. Well, they won't be, Mr C. They'll be too much into it. 
Unless the waves are maxed out. Then you won't be out there either. You'll 
be catchin' some rays beachside.” 

“Right. You're quite correct in your analysis, however. I'm shit-scared 
of being embarrassed.” 

“Oh, right.” It was the first time Popkid had heard a teacher use a 
Sweary expression. It seemed somehow right in the circumstances though. 
“Yeah, I mean I was too. I guess because you're an adult it's harder to start 
learning?” 

“Absolutely. Like anything really. It simply gets harder to learn. 
Languages for instance.” He glanced at Monique. 

“Of course not, John. I am learning all the time several languages.” 

“Yes, although you're younger than me. Actually, I once read ina 
book about IQ testing that the brain is losing more brain cells than are 
being manufactured from about the age of 15. Think of that.” Popkid did. 

“That's scary. I'm already over the peak. And you're positively senile, 
Mr C.” For some reason they all fell about laughing. It seemed very funny. 
In fact, everything seemed very funny. The Surfers were well into their 
stride, discussing who were the best floaters and trimmers and 
bodyboarders in general. Things were getting very Hawaiian. All the 
information was from surf magazines of course. None of these kids had 
been further than Newquay in their surfing lives. At the same time as 
Clements was feeling, through his slightly lagered haze, a strange kinship 
with these rocketeers of the waves, Popkid was feeling more and more 
depressed about it. Was he really a Surf Kid? Why did this question keep 


plaguing him? Monique meanwhile excused herself and sought out some of 
the Art Girls, to ask about next week's doings. They tore themselves away 
from driving lessons, eyeing up the Surf floppyhair talent and bitching 
about other females (15%, 30% and 55% of the conversation, at this time 
of the evening) to be polite with the French assistante. Some of them even 
did French, so that was an advantage. To them though, her maturity 
beyond her years was merely an excuse to think of her as an adult, along 
with the other teachers. They tended to speak to her more loudly and 
slowly, especially if they didn't like her much - prejudice was as easy as 
ever - in the manner of English people in any 'foreign' country. Eventually, 
during a Rob toilet break, Kathryn weaved over to her. She had had five or 
six vodkas by then - paid for mostly by Rob - and was off her guard for 
sure. 

“You goin' out with Mr C then?” she asked, rather directly. Monique 
could understand her curiosity. 

“My dear, no, he is just taking me out for the evening.” 

“He's a nice bloke” ventured Kathryn. “Quite dishy for an older 
person. But his clothes, they're a mess really. Needs some fashion advice 
badly. Like change all his clothes.” She tittered. “No colour co-ordination.” 
She found some difficulty saying these two final words. Everything was 
starting to rush past her ears. “Have you got a boyfriend in France then?” 
Monique looked away momentarily, but Kathryn was on to something else. 
“I can imagine havin' a French boyfriend. English men are so stuffy. Well, 
all the ones I know. Well 'cept a few. And boys! They're all boys.” She 
swallowed the last of her drink. “Ugh, vodka, disgusting. But the lime's 
nice. Nice to get drunk to. What you drinking?” Monique had a red wine in 
her hand. “Very nice. Red wine? Um, looks good.” 

“Would you like a glass of wine?” said the good-natured Monique. 

“Nah nah. Don't worry. Won't mix. Probably chuck. Probably chuck 
anyway. Not over you though. Bad for the Euro-harmony.” Most words 
were becoming difficult to say. By this time Rob had found her again. 
“Hello, Robert old fruitette.” She looked up at him. “Handsome chap, isn't 
he?” she leered. 

“Come on, Kate. I think the vodka's done its work. Gotta get you 
home somehow.” 

“No no” she cried. “Lemme alone. Night is young. Give us a kiss.” 
Rob was embarrassed in front of Monique. He sat Kathryn down on a long 
seat and she fell over into a prone position, whispering something about 
“Bill B, Mr C.” Rob of course didn't know what she was talking about. 

“Sorry about this” he said to Monique. “I think she's drunk too much 
for a while. Perhaps she'll sleep it off till closing time.” 

The Surfers meanwhile, were spilling out onto the pavement. The 
night air freshened them up and sent them into spasms of imitation 
groundswell. Alone among them with any sense of decorum was Pete, who 


although he'd had as much to drink as anyone, was seriously and soberly 
negotiating a deal for some prime block in one of the darker corners of the 
pub. He disappeared to the Gents exactly 40 seconds after his companion. 
Tonight's session was arranged. 

Clements had deliberately not drunk too much to impair his 
conversational ability, but all around him except for Monique seemed to be 
losing all their combined powers of locomotion and speech patterns. 
Kathryn had been a big disappointment, though somehow as he thought 
about it while watching her snoring gently among the incredible blare of 
the 100 voices in the pub, it didn't seem surprising. The chaos was getting 
noisier. Popkid and some others of the less legless had started a 
‘Twist'n'Shout' session in front of the jukebox to some old Beach Boys 
tunes. One of the attractions of the 'Griffin's Tongue’ was its retro and 
authentic jukebox, with a selection not only of the recent Brit- and Brat- 
pop biggies, but also of Beatles, Beach Boys and Elvis hits. It all seemed to 
make perfect sense. The noise swelled. Clements looked across at 
Monique: she looked back at him. The second moment of epiphany. It was 
all understood. Everyone around them was utterly mad, absolutely 
bonkers. Before he knew it he was kissing her full on the lips, his arms 
around her: she didn't resist, actually it was one of those perfectly 
symmetrical moments. One or two students looked on in amazement, 
several others cheered. They separated and stared at each other for a long 
time. They didn't say anything. The noise was unbearable though muted. 
Everything seemed to slow down and speed by at the same time. 
Something was happening which was beyond Clements. Nothing could 
have prepared him for this moment. And it definitely wasn't the beer. He 
didn't even have to apologise. His gesture was sweet, and she knew that. 
For the first time in years, he was absolutely stuck for words. She touched 
him lightly on the lips and smiled. “Crazy John” was all she said. He knew 
what she meant. But it was OK. 

Popkid wondered what all the cheering was about. He looked round 
in half-twist mode to see Mr C snogging the French assistante. “Blimey!” 
he breathed, forgetting the Surf speech for a moment. He suddenly 
sobered up. “Blimey!” was all he could think. He watched Clements and 
Monique walk slowly out of the pub. They weren't holding hands or 
clasped in any way, though somehow they were one unit in his vision. 
Someone put on the Dick Dale track from 'Pulp Fiction’. It crashed into 
hyper-guitar life and it was irresistible to his feet. In fact, his whole body 
sang out to be twisted. He leapt into action and found himself gyrating 
with three male Art Guys who were laughing their little heads off. 

“Matisse, Loulouse-Lautrec, Van Gogh!” they shouted, in unison. 
“Pollock, Pollock, Pollock!” it was like superior football chanting. Popkid 
joined along. He magically knew what to shout. Definitely a sound evening. 
He even forgot to keep an eye on Pete in the ecstatic ritual of twisting. He 


could have twisted all night. 


9: Wednesday night 


Kathryn woke up with a slowly swelling headache. There was a lot of 
bumping around. Someone was humming 'Waltzing Matilda’. Everything 
was muted, ten miles away. Her hair was all over. She was lying on 
something canvassy. It was a vehicle. She didn't have the energy to sit up. 
Her mouth was a pit of juices unmentionable to man or woman, a desert of 
swirling spit. Her body was cold sweat. Her head weighed at least 30 kgs. 
She didn't have the energy. Or the patience. She drowsed back to sleep. 


Popkid was sitting in some room. He'd forgotten how he got there. 


Someone was passing a spliff. It reached him. He took a long drag. It was 
disgusting. He didn't usually smoke ordinary cigarettes and the tobacco 
caught his throat. He had been doing this a few minutes ago. He looked up 
slowly. Pete Sharpe's elfin, smiling face stared back at him. It all meant 
something. He got a nudge in the side. He passed on the spliff. He saw 
another one coming from the other side. The ceiling was on fire with 
waves. He went back to forgetting. 


Monique and Clements stood on the riverbank. She had walked past 
this point on her lone walk the evening before. Clements had his hand on 
her shoulder. They looked out towards the other side of the river. Some 
revellers were tying up a small cabin cruiser to its moorings and skipping 
up a slope to the lawn of a large house. It was still warm. Neither had on a 
sweater. Clements gazed through the horizon. He had nothing to say. The 
skin of her shoulder was ecstatic: it glowed with vitality. Monique felt at 
peace. Her head had been a torment of restlessness since the letter from 
Henri. Now she felt calm. His hand was just right: he was doing all the 
right things. Letting her be herself, giving her space, not insisting. A 
beautiful man, to understand her troubles and yet not force his view or 
body upon her. They stood, almost still, in the June moonlight. One or two 
birds celebrated the night. Nothing touched them. They were in harmony. 
As one they stopped looking, turned round and began to walk. She put her 
arm in his. They had been married for ten years. They knew so many of the 
secrets. But at the same time it was all frighteningly new. Each moment 
was new; separate, lengthy and yet the hours were rushing by - there 
wasn't enough time to be together, or apart. The moon looked down and 
was passive. The river glided by, unperturbed. They walked into a shadow 
and disappeared. 


Somebody was talking to Kathryn. 
“C'mon babe. You had a lot to drink. My fault probably. We're here 
now.” 

“Unh?” 

“Oh well. How'my gonna explain this? Why am I here?” Rob's 
questions were rhetorical though. He was standing in front of a semi- 
detached cottage in deepest Foster's Jump. It had taken him ages to find it. 
In the pub, when he asked her address, to make sure she would get home, 
she hadn't been too forthcoming. 'Downton Cottage' wasn't easy to find in 
the dark. He glanced at his watch. 12.30. Not too bad. He propped Kathryn 
up against the side of the car while he thought of what to say. “Mrs Jones, 
here's your daughter.” No way. Even worse “Mr Jones, here's your. . .” 

Nah, not a hope in hell. “You don't know me, but. . .” Nah, it makes me 
sound like a proper villain. “Mrs Jones, I've got some bad news.” Christ. 
He'd better think of something fast. 


“Mum, she's back. With some bloke!” A youthful, just-broken male 
voice shouted out across rural Foster's Jump from an opened window 
above the lane. 

“Hold on, Tony” said an anxious voice. The front door opened. “Who 
are you?” Kathryn's mother stared at tall Rob. 

“Er, Rob. . .” 

“Well, now that's established. What's happened to my daughter?” 

“Well er, she had a bit to drink like. . .” 

“Where are Nigel and Sue? They were meant to be returning her 
before twelve o'clock. According to Kathryn” she added, menacingly. 

“Unh. Unh.” said Kathryn. 

“Well, you see. . .who are Nigel and who?” 

“You don't know? Sue Dixon, her friend from school. Her older friend. 
And her fiance. He's a computer analyst.” 

“Ah” said Rob. 

“Unh!” said Kathryn, at roughly the same time. 

“Well, Bob whoever you are. . .Are you a friend of Nigel's?” 

“Nigel's? Well. . .” 

“You'd better bring her in, before she collapses. Ben, look at the state 
of her. What has she had to drink, young man?” By this time Kathryn's Dad 
had joined her at the door in his dressing-gown. To Rob's chagrin he didn't 
look very happy. He was scowling a lot. Tony, obviously a younger, gloating 
brother, was told to return to bed, rather grumpily, by his mother. 

“Well, I suppose YOU had better bring her in.” Rob had hoped this 
would be simpler than it actually was turning out. This could be a 
nightmare. Who was this girl to him anyway? 

“Um, thanks Mrs Jones.” Why was he feeling sixteen again? 

“UNH!” gurgled Kathryn. She neatly threw up all over Rob, starting 
on his sweatshirt and letting it drip down the left leg of his expensive 
Wranglers: a fleck of it landed on his chin in passing. Curry from dinner 
time, a bit of toast from lunch, lots of bile and the smell of slightly-rotting 
lime cordial. It all wafted into his nostrils. 

“Oh my dear. Let's get her to the bathroom. Carry her, Ben.” 

“It's allright, Mrs Jones. I'll take her” said Rob. Fuck it, all I need. 
Tony was quickly called down from the landing where he had thrillingly 
observed the wretched sister cough her guts. One for the embarrassment 
scrapbook. 

“Get some of your clothes for this poor young man” said mother. “Oh 
I'm so sorry, Bob was it?” 

“Er, Rob actually.” 

“You're covered in it. How unfortunate. Tony! Will you stop gawping 
and find Bob some clothes. I'm so sorry, we'll soon have you out of those 
things. Oh Kathryn, how could you? Ben, take her to the bathroom. I'll 
clean her up in a minute.” Her mother fussed around, ordering Ben and 


Tony about. She disappeared into the bathroom. Rob stood about 
awkwardly, trying not to let the puke drip on the carpet. He didn't dare sit 
down on the plush velvet sofa in case some of it stained the precious cloth. 
It was a fancy household, this. Nothing out of place. Middle management, 
he thought cynically. Perhaps even something higher. He crouched, knees 
slightly bent. It was the only position where he could guarantee nothing 
falling to the floor. It was quite painful. 

Tony the brother turned up with some cheap jeans and an old grey 
school shirt. Obviously glad to be shot of them. He looked about fourteen. 
And pleased with himself. He treated Rob as an accomplice straightaway. 

“Can't wait till the morning!” He was enthusiastically waving the 
clothes around. “She's gonna be so sick!” 

“Right” said Rob. “Where can I go to get changed?” 

“The bog” affirmed Tony. “Just past the bathroom. It's tiny” he 
gloated. Rob practically ran to the room. As he was carefully changing, he 
noticed two things. There was a lot of berating going on in the bathroom: 
the Dad was shooed out and Kathryn was getting the third degree from 
Mum. And also he was feeling startlingly sober. 

He came out of the toilet, with jeans four inches too short and a shirt 
on which he couldn't do up the top two buttons. He felt like a very sober 
scarecrow. He noticed the Dad sitting in an armchair. He sat down 
opposite him on the sofa. Nobody said anything for a long time. 

“Will you be allright in those clothes?” Dad asked the obvious 
question. 

“Well, yes” lied Rob. “No problem. Er, what shall I do with er, my 
clothes?” 

“Oh Patricia will find you a carrier bag. Or she might even offer to 
wash them for you. Will you be able to collect them?” 

“Oh, yes. Er. . .yes.” Did he ever want to see any of these characters 
again? 

“I suppose you're a. . .friend of Kathryn's?” 

“Well yes, I suppose you could say that. Actually, to be honest, we 
really only met this evening. Well, we'd met before, but not properly.” He 
wasn't putting this very well. 

“You'd met before, but not properly.” Rob could hear the faint 
retching of Kate in the bathroom, followed by shouting and then, later, 
cooing, from the mother. It was very strange. Tony was still furtively 
hanging around just inside his bedroom door, hoping for more sibling 
embarrassment. 

“Well yes. It was a school do. Lots of surfers, I think. And there were 
two teachers there.” He hoped this would sound suitable to Mr Jones. 

“Ah. It was a school-run. . .outing?” Was the Dad being slightly 
cynical here? As he said it, he leaned forward and stared at Rob. 

“Well no, well I don't know. It was a sort of meeting. Well, just before 


Activities Week. Some of them are going to Cornwall. For the surfing” he 
added, to a bewildered looking Mr Jones. 

“And these were Kathryn's friends, the. . .surfers?” 

“Some of them, but I think she had some mates there too, you know 
arty types.” 

“Yes, I do know,” in a tone which suggested “unfortunately” would be 
a suitable ending to the sentence. 

“So let me get this right.” It was turning into a subtle interrogation, 
thought Rob. When could he feasibly leave? “You're not a 'surfer' or ‘arty 
type’.” It sounded like a statement. 

“Well no, but I'm taking part in the art exhibition next week.” 

“Oh, you're exhibiting? Do you paint? I expect this was very 
interesting to Kathryn. She's always befriending artists.” Sarcastic 
bastard, he said it like “artistes.” 

“Er no, actually I'm modelling.” 

“Modelling?” Dad was dumbstruck. 

“Yeah” Rob laughed stupidly. “Well, it's a part time job I've got at the 
college. It's quite hard to find male models, you see. Plenty of females.” 
His justification wasn't finding favour with Mr J. 

“So you stand there in some sort of costume?” 

“Well, sometimes. You know, for action shots. I did an Olympic athlete 
once. Very hard. Had to stretch muscles all day. Gave me a strain in the 
leg.” Dad was incredulous. 

“But not all the time?” 

“Pardon?” 

“You don't wear costumes all the time.” 

“Oh no, most of it's life drawing. That's why they hired me.” 

“Life drawing. Nude sketches?” 

“Well yes.” Why did it sound so tacky when HE said it? 

“In the nude?” he added - needlessly, thought Rob. 

“Er yes, but it's all. . .” 

“I'm sure it is” countered Mr Jones. 

“I mean, it's only for the kids who applied officially.” 

“What do you mean? The students who are taking their degree in 
painting?” This guy was obviously out of touch. And with a daughter who 
was mad on art? 

“No, I mean at the school. The ones who are doing their painting for 
the exhibition.” 

“At the school?!” He looked like a fish. “Not the college?” 

“Not the college this time” repeated Rob, again stupidly. This was 
going nowhere. Mum emerged. 

“She's asleep, peacefully now. My dear boy, are you allright? What an 
awful thing to have happened to you. Are you allright in those clothes? 
They're a little small for you. Thank you so much for bringing her home. I 


expect you're glad she wasn't sick in your car, aren't you? Are you a friend 
from school?” It was a bit of a nightmare to get a word in here. 

“Well, no...” 

“Yes, we've been through all this. Patricia. It appears that Bob is a 
nude model.” 

“Oh well, that's very. . .nice.” 

“Yes, and he's been telling me this extraordinary tale of how Foster's 
Green High are allowing him to ply his trade in the school. For their 
Activities Week. That Kathryn signed up for”, as if to add the final nail in 
the coffin of the idea. 

“Well, I'm sure there must be some mistake, Bob. Mr Brading would 
never countenance such an idea. Are you sure about this?” Despite herself, 
she rather liked this striking young man after all. 

“T wasn't asked by whoever you said. It was a Mrs Adams. She's the 
art teacher. Though she said it had been suggested by the Deputy head. Is 
it Smedley? Streamer? I don't know. To be honest, I was surprised myself. 
But a job is a job. I didn't turn it down. As I was saying to your husband, 
male artists' models are comparatively rare. I mean, it's more easy to get 
the work if you're male.” It was quite easy to talk to the Mum. She wasn't 
turning everything into a question and answer session. 

“Well I think it's outrageous. I've a good mind to phone the 
Headmaster tomorrow morning. Kathryn didn't tell us any of this.” Rob 
could feel the £180 fee slipping out of his bank account. He appealed to 
Mrs Jones. She was obviously the artistic one. 

“Look, it's perfectly OK. I mean, I know it probably hasn't been done 
much before, but it's really good practice for the artist kids, just like it is 
for the adults at the College. And it's not erotic or sordid or anything, it's 
just an appreciation of the body and its form.” He was trying to make it 
sound acceptable and not rude, but in front of the Dad everything seemed 
to be a big inviting erection. “Well, I wouldn't have taken the job if I had 
thought that” he ended lamely. 

“Well anyway Bob, I think both Ben and I are very grateful for your 
help in returning Kathryn. We've been very inhospitable to you, grilling 
you about your job prospects,” with a sidelong glance at her husband. 
“Would you like a cup of tea or coffee before you go?” 

“Er, no thanks Mrs Jones.” This was his cue. “I'd better be getting 
back. It's late now. Well, thanks for the loan of the clothes. I'll return them 
tomorrow.” 

“No rush, Bob.” 

“Actually, it's...” 

“T'll get you a carrier bag” said Dad. 

“Nonsense! I'll put your clothes in the wash tomorrow. They're 
already in soak anyway”, with a more pointed look sideways. “Well, it's 
been nice to meet you, Bob”, as they stood up awkwardly. Rob tried not to 


leave too hastily. He turned at the door. 

“Right, see you tomorrow” he said as he parted. 

“Bye, Bob!” 

“Huh” from Mr Jones. 

“Now you don't often meet such pleasant young men, Ben”, after he 
had gone. 

“A nude male model?” 

“Oh Ben, you're so old-fashioned sometimes. It certainly wasn't 
common when I was at art college, but things have changed. For some of 
us, anyway. Come to bed now, or else we'll be shattered in the morning.” 

“Unh.” 

Upstairs, Kathryn snored a vodka and lime dream all about a 
professor from Austria who was taking her English lesson. She could just 
about make out what he said through his pronounced German accent. 
Everything he did say was so funny. Next to her sat Mr Clements who had 
on an old-fashioned school uniform, complete with cap and short trousers. 
His legs were very hairy. Things were going well, until Mr Freud got into a 
very heated discussion with another student, a guy called Young, and he 
started brandishing this big knife, threatening to cut his (Young's) balls off. 
They both leapt on the table and began hacking at each other. There were 
lots of shouts of “castrate the bastard!!” and “Bobbitt him!!” Tim Dunkley 
was there too. He also leapt on to a table and shouted, to make them stop. 
Mr C leaned back and laughed. She was horror-struck. The knife lunged 
and Tim fell to the ground. Everyone ran around screaming. She was the 
only calm, detached one. Now she knew what they were shouting and what 
Mr C was laughing at: “the rest is silence! the rest is silence! the rest is 
silence!!” on and on and on. 

She woke up sweating, murmuring something. A voice over her was 
soothing. A wet flannel pressed to her head. “Science, something about 
science I think she's saying.” The cold flannel was taken off. She gradually 
forgot the dream, never to remember it again. She disappeared into sleep. 


Plob Dib, it sounded like. He wasn't quite sure. Actually, he wasn't 
very sure about anything. Everything seemed faster and slower at the 
same time. As he turned his head to follow the sound of Plob Dib, he 
noticed that the air formed lines. Up against the red walls it formed slow 
purple streaks, like the lines on a car windscreen when the wipers can't 
get off all the muck at once. Plob Dib, it was definitely something like that. 
He attempted to get up, but the cross-legged position he had assumed 
sometime in the past just refused to go away. He stretched his body and 
nothing much happened. Slowly, very slowly, his legs, which had begun to 
affect a life of their own, were writhing around. Technically they were 
deadlegs, and the pins'n'needles effect was literally electric. He suddenly 
realised that they were vibrating in an electric current at exactly the same 


tempo as the music. Somebody said it was Eat Static 'Abduction', the one 
about alien encounters. It seemed to have been playing for an incredibly 
long time: all evening in fact. Somebody was very green next to him. It was 
Matt, who had thrown up somewhen, outside the pub, Popkid thought. It 
all was a very long time ago, but also just the other minute. Matt was 
coughing and he looked awful. Pete Sharpe was still across from him. He 
had been there for hours, still smiling serenely and leaning with the music. 

“Plob Dib, it's called” someone said. A few of the Guys from the pub 
were there, but also loads who hadn't. “Bulgaria, mate. That's where we're 
going.” 

“Tomorrow, right?” 

“Bloody half past seven at the school.” 

“What time is it now?” 

“Christ knows. Two? Three? Don't know. Might as well stay up. 'Cept 
I haven't got anything to stay up with. This block is makin' me sleepytiger.” 

“You're mad. You'll be knackered tomorrow.” 

“Sleep it off on the flight. John's goin' too, aren't you mate?” John 
stirred uneasily. He was a hunched heap next to the speaker, whose name 
was Russell. 

“So who else is goin'?” 

“Well, there's Tony, over there. Blackleg, he's snoring at home. Daisy 
'n' Fern. Me, Chris P Josie and Satchel. That's all, I think. Well, apart from 
Pitt 'n' Moss, course.” 'Pitt' was a nickname given to Dennis Brading. 
Russell thought it was probably something to do with a sarky reference to 
actor Brad Pitt, though he wasn't sure. 

“You must be mad. I'm glad I'm staying at school.” 

“No sense of adventure.” 

“Listen man, right? It's mad. Look, two dorkhead teachers, the 
wackiest bastard students possible and an extremely dodgy journey to a 
stupid country full of Russians and prisons. Does anybody speak English 
there?” 

“Dunno, mate. It's a laugh innit?” 

“You are mad. Still you're goin’, not me. I'm glad to say.” Popkid had 
been listening to this conversation with rapt interest. He couldn't follow it 
all because of the bassbody numbingness of Eat Static, which was now 
moving his body around into postures that were quite new to him, and 
something in his hearing had packed up so he couldn't hear the more 
trebly sounds, but he got the gist. It was true that the pub meet was meant 
to involve the 'Bulgarians' as they were called, though they must've turned 
up late or something. It was all very confusing. 

Somebody was running around in a jogging motion, while others 
were moving up and down more slowly. Popkid had always been a bit self- 
conscious about this kind of 'dancing', but tonight, having discovered Dick 
Dale and reverb Surfguitar madness, he was game for anything. He stood 


up after a few attempts, and flowed over to the moving mass of bodies. 
Everybody was moving faster than he would have thought possible. The 
red wallpaper in the room next to them seemed to be flowing as well, but 
in what direction, up or down, he couldn't tell. It didn't seem very 
important anyway. As soon he he started voluntarily moving, he felt 
fantastic. He wanted to tell everyone around him. He definitely could 
dance all night. 


Clements and Monique sat in the caretaker's cottage. 

“It's been a strange evening. I felt I've got to know you a lot more.” It 
seemed a redundant thing to say, but nevertheless true. 

“You have always wanted to know me, yes?” she said. 

“I suppose so. But I've been scared. You know, because of before.” 

“Before?” 

“Other women, you know. In English it's 'once bitten, twice shy'.” 

“Oh yes, I have heard. I am biting you?” 

“Yes, please.” 

“You know I am very confused, John. And I would like you to help me. 
I am very upset. The letter.” 

“It's OK. You can tell me anything.” 

“Maybe I can. But not all at once. You are easy to talk with, and very 
sweet. But he is my lover and I don't understand what he is saying. That it 
is finished” she added. 

“Is it because of another woman?” 

“He does not say. But after what he has said before. . .” 

“That he's jealous?” 

“Yes. But he has very little to be jealous about. One small time, that's 
all.” 

“We should see each other more. So you can tell me more.” 

“Yes, I would like that.” 

“But I'm going to leave soon.” 

“Yes.” 

“Even though I would like to stay. Actually, unbearably.” 

“Pardon?” 

“It means - more than I say.” He laughed at his position. “But I don't 
want to...” 

“It's OK. But stay a little longer.” They sat on the sofa, his arm around 
her, not saying very much more. The radio was playing quietly in the room: 
a French station playing late night jazz. It seemed to fit the mood they felt. 
It would be so simple to have sex, he thought, but this is the big one, he 
felt sure. He didn't want to mess up. It was too precious. He had hurried 
before, in other relationships, just like any guy, and had been rejected; or 
even when he had succeeded, the relationship hadn't lasted. Although sex 
was Strong, there was something stronger. Parsnips and Gaul. Swede and 


Vercingetorix. Cauliflower and Belgica. 

She had fallen asleep. He lifted her up and walked into the bedroom. 
Saint John, he thought. Ah well, here's to chivalry. My Lady, it's time to 
tuck you into bed and say goodnight. He pulled up the duvet and put the 
bear in with her. Lucky old Ted. He slipped the latch and felt incredibly 
alive. In just over 24 hours he would be speeding West, away from 
Monique for nine days of eternity. Life was strange and no mistake. 


10: Thursday afternoon 


The screaming and shrieking filled the air. 91 degrees in the shade 
today, and he wondered how they had the energy. But he knew really. It 
was pent-up frustration and joy together, a potent mix. Frustration at 
being inside school all day, frustration at being forced to tuck their shirts 
in by every passing teacher; but the joy of being told today, there was a no 
tie rule and the incredible rush of joy as the 3.30 final bell of the day tolled 
its sparkling message. All day, rushing from room to room, 90% boredom, 
10% laugh; teachers shouting, nagging, looking as though they wanted to 
openly curse - they were obviously longing for the summer holiday too. 

Clements looked out from his classroom. He was feeling 
philosophical. Where were all these tousle-haired kids going to be in Say, 
ten years from now? It was a favourite occupation of his to predict their 
future. He acknowledged it happened a little bit every time he looked at a 
student. Since they changed so quickly, from day to day, it was tempting to 
imagine a few hundred more days down the line. It was the frustrated 
novelist in him, he knew. In ten years time, how many would be dead from 
road accidents or drugs overdoses? How many would have already gone 
through one rotten marriage before embarking on another? How many 
would have children of their own at primary school? He had been feeling 
compassionate all day. Actually, it had been a really good day. He hadn't 


prepared any of the lessons, he had just let them happen along their 
natural course; breaking the Golden Rule of course, though today he 
couldn't care less. It was odd, and he had noticed it before, but if you were 
in a very good mood for whatever reason, the kids seemed to pick up on it 
and remain calmer, more co-operative. Even his year 10 'Piefaces' had 
been somewhat subdued. Several of them had asked him if he was allright. 
He had absent-mindedly assured them that he was. 

Kieran thingy and Clare whatshername were standing by one of the 
bus-stops, the one he could see clearly from his room. They were clasping 
hands and snogging strongly. Clements saw that it wasn't done for 
attention, as some of the lower school couples did, but that they genuinely 
couldn't wait to get at each other, and the fact that half the school were 
walking by didn't bother or deter them in the slightest. In fact, it was such 
a natural part of the scenery that nobody except Clements were taking any 
notice of them. He suddenly felt like a voyeur; he remembered a Claire in 
his own youth with whom he had a desperate adolescent relationship. 
Kieran thing could be him standing there, shirt untucked and red Doc 
Martens, except they weren't fashionable when he was 16 years old. He 
stood for a while longer watching them. This was turning into an all- 
comers’ record for a single snog. And suddenly it was very boring: he 
turned away and surveyed the paper-strewn chaos that was his room. His 
last group, a very mixed and mostly disaffected year 9 class, must have 
been more unruly than he thought. Although the cleaners would process 
the mess, he decided to do his good deed of the day and pick up the more 
immediately attainable rubbish. Besides, it didn't look good to have paper 
rubbish or any other kind tossed about: some people thought that 
discipline wasn't as tight in an untidy room. They were probably right. 

He had picked up four paper planes of various descriptions and six 
chocolate bar wrappers - he hadn't noticed any of THEM today - when the 
door was pushed open and Kelvin's head poked round. 

“The Spotlight Kid!” he barked. He was always saluting Clements 
with odd nicknames, some from the world of Seventies Rock'n'Roll or 
British Thirties B-movies. If it wasn't “old bean” it was “the Pinball 
Wizard”. 

“Kelvin, what can I do for.. .” 

“As a matter of some absolute and awful fact, quite a lot old tart. 
There's some bits and pieces I absolutely must get out of the God-damned 
way before the end of the week, and I was wondering whether, since 
you're the only trustworthy cove in the whole department, I could lumber, I 
should say delegate, some trifling excuses or pittances of jobs on to your 
manly shoulders. I know it's a Barf, but that's the kinda guy I am.” 
Clements wondered what he was rattling on about. He should have known 
better really. 

“Well actually, it's tomorrow we're. . .” 


“I understand perfectly, old chap. We've all got our burdens to bear. I, 
for example, have a wickedly overstaffed group next week, for which I 
have to take these spindly arms and legs and cut along to the library and 
prepare some absolutely boring and farty pieces for them to deconstruct 
before we can get going on some of the more meaty aspects of 
Neanderthal tabloid journalistics.” 

“Right, but...” 

“And I just know you had some sparkly ideas last term under the 
Magic Realist heading of '600 years of waiting for solitude and things to do 
with jolly old newspapers while you're waiting' so I just knew I could rely 
on you for support in this matter.” 

“Right well, I've got some things here, but. . .” 

“Excellent. Knew you wouldn't let down an old soldier with a war 
wound, old Banshee.” 

“They need re-typing. Or preferably new examples. Mine are two 
years old now. The kids wouldn't recognise the names.” 

“Well. That's a shame. You see I was hoping that you'd have some 
bang-up-to-date examples. Ah me, it's down to trawling manfully through 
the archives in a post-structuralist sort of systematic meander. Never 
mind.” He hung about purposefully near the door, waiting perhaps for 
Clements to offer some 'voluntary' help. But he had been caught out a few 
times previously by Kelvin's 'delegations'. They were usually to lift some 
stuff off his own teaching load. It was one of the ways he minimised his 
own working hours, which normally in his position as Head of English 
could be quite onerous. Kelvin always seemed to go home with an empty 
briefcase at 4.30 pm however. 

“How many kids have you got next week, then?” enquired Clements, 
mainly to fill in the increasingly embarrassing sighing silence that Kelvin 
was creating. 

“Five, I think. No, or is it four? Can't remember in my dotage. But not 
enough, that's for sure. After appointing an editor, a sub-editor, a reporter 
and a cameraman, they're aren't many bods left to do the gophering.” 
Clements couldn't make out whether Kelvin was sorry because there 
wouldn't be enough kids to have a decent stab at making an Activities 
Week newspaper or that he was worried because he might have to do some 
work himself, rather than settling down to earn a few hundred extra quids 
of cash with external exam marking during school time. In any case, it was 
about the smallest teacher-to-student ratio anybody had that week. There 
were horrendous tales of future monster-sized outings to Thorpe Park and 
other places of teen excitement. One day on a jaunt like that could scar 
you for life almost. Clements was relating to bitter experience, having 
been 'volunteered' in his probation year to take on all the worst outings of 
that Activities Week. He had to take most of the remaining two weeks of 
the school year off through exhaustion. And then he received only a 


scrape-pass on his report because of his mentor's short-term memory of 
absence during a tricky time of the year for discipline and behaviour. 

Anyway he couldn't help Kelvin. “Sorry, old sport”, he smiled, using 
one of his head of department's commonest put-downs. “I'm packing all 
evening. For the surfing trip” he added, unnecessarily. 

“Ah, life's cruellest necessities” crooned Kelvin. “Sun, sea, high 
temperatures, the Baywatch lifestyle and the heaving cold-nippled 
cleavages of delicate sixth-form girls. I don't envy you your struggle, John. 
But think of me, with my acned year 9s and 10s, up to my ears in Lynx 
Africa and well-worn sweaty sweatshirts, trying to hack a Grub Street 
living from the assembled boredom that is the domestic activities of 
Foster's Green Activities Week.” He sighed again. 

“You're so convincing, Kelvin. And if I had the time. . .” 

“As the actress said to the cabinet minister yes, though we can't all 
be heading off for the cooling waters of Cornwall. Some of us have to stick 
it out.” 

“As the cabinet minister said to the actress?” 

“Ha very witty, John. Very droll. I can see you're liberated very nicely 
already. By the way, what IS that in the corner of the room?” Clements 
walked over to the row of desks nearest the window. By the last desk in the 
corner he spotted what looked like a balloon, a white balloon with a 
printed message. He picked it up. It was a blown-up condom with the 
words “Shag me stupid, cherie Jean” drawn very neatly. A year 9 prank 
evidently. Ah well, I always knew I'd be a public figure as a teacher. Some 
little voyeur had been up to no good in the last 24 hours. Kelvin strolled 
out of the room with a smirk, whistling what Clements could only assume 
was a bastardised version of the Marseillaise. 


He had said goodbye to all the mates that he could find during the 
day: that is, all his mates who weren't going on the trip. There had been 
almost solemn discussions in the common-room about prospective A- 
frames, pit action and what the local women might be like. A lot more 
‘mans’ had been thrown about at the end of the sentences than usual. 
Popkid smiled when he remembered now, quite oddly, the time a 
nonplussed Mr C had been surprised that kids still said that. He had 
considered that it had been done and dusted - and forgotten - in the hippie 
generation. Popkid hadn't the heart to tell him he was totally out of touch. 

Mind you, he nearly didn't come in at all today. As it was, he crawled 
in at lunchtime with a promise to his form tutor that he would bring ina 
note tomorrow, knowing full well that he'd be aggravating the gravel 
before 8 am on the way down to cool Cornwall. His form tutor wasn't too 
bad though; she usually let absence notes go, at least if they were for only 
half a day. Popkid suspected that she wasn't much awake before midday 
herself. His head had taken a bashing at last night's session, that's for 


sure. In fact, it was generally voted the best night's laugh for a while. If he 
had been statistically minded, which he wasn't, he could have worked out 
the effect by computing the percentage of the students who were at the 
pub and at Pete's house afterwards who had not come in to school. It was 
high: almost total. Of course, the Bulgarians had left early that morning on 
the first lap of their long journey. As far as he knew, everyone had made it 
to the school on time, although there were stories circulating (probably 
originating from Phil, the caretaker who was on duty at that early hour) 
that several of the guys were looking very worse-for-wear, positively green 
around the gills. If the coach driver didn't have a supply of barf bags, he'd 
be in big trouble. Popkid himself had been sick only slightly - a mere 
dribble. He had gotten home, he knew not how. He did vaguely recall 
lurching up the stairs to his bedroom, being helped by an unknown 
Bulgarian pair, to whom he had been talking earnestly during the later 
part of the session. No doubt his Mum and Dad were flidding properly, 
though he couldn't say he had noticed at the time. He was used to saying 
to them that he'd return reasonably early and not to wait up for him; but 
they always did wait up - well, at least his Mum did - with their fingers 
pointing to the nearest available timepiece, be it watch or clock, flipping 
their lids angrily. It never lasted though. If they ever did go off the deep 
end, they always rather sheepishly said sorry a couple of days later. They 
were great like that. And if he was drunk or stoned enough, he couldn't 
usually remember anyway. One of the consolations of oblivion, someone 
called it. The only person he really had wanted to say ta-ta to, and hadn't 
been able to, was Kathryn. He assumed that she'd been so out of it, she 
couldn't be bothered to trail in on the bus from the Jump that morning. If 
you missed that early school bus from there, it was a real hassle to get 
without paying the full fare on a following bus, which only arrived in 
Foster's Green about every two hours. Perhaps he'd ring her later. 

He'd felt a bit sorry for Matt, who'd puked mightily most of the 
evening. Trouble was, he suffered from the double dilemma of not being 
able to hold down the lager and being fairly resistant to the delights of the 
weed as well. Poor old Matt so wanted to be a Surf Dude. He had the 
floppy hair anyway. Of course it wasn't necessary for ace surfers to blow 
dope, though everyone he knew had had a worthwhile crack at it. The hard 
bit was keeping it a secret from the mater and pater. He was sure they 
knew about the sessions, but they had never said anything. Matt had 
groaned his troubles to Popkid when he had phoned him at lunchtime and 
said that he had had to get out of bed to answer the call, since his Mum 
and Dad were both out to work, thanks. What was he doing ringing him at 
the unseemly hour for anyway? Didn't he realise that he, Matt, was an ill 
man and couldn't face the world until at least three in the afternoon? 
Mental man, it was mental dude. Popkid had to have a quiet chuckle when 
he put the phone down, although he hoped Matt would be OK for the trip. 


They were to sit together on the bus and he didn't want him barfing his 
guts up sitting right next to him, friend that he was. 

All this went through his mind as he strolled home. It was odd that he 
wouldn't see any of this for at least another week, well nearly two. He 
might get away with not turning up on the Monday after Activities Week. 
He could plead exhaustion: and in any case he only had two lessons on 
Monday, and one of them was Philosophy. He'd be getting enough of the 
home-made variety all next week. 

There was only one thing left to think about: how he was going to get 
to visit the Grace Doctors. Last night, in his weed haze, he had thought of 
a brilliant plan to record his hoped for meeting with the the Trance Tekno 
gods. The English department possessed two or three voice-activated 
cassette recorders which teachers strapped inside their jackets as they 
roamed around the room pretending to listen to small groups being 'oral'’. 
He had asked Mr C, the only human-being English teacher (the rest, in 
Popkid's opinion, were dorks of a low order) if he could bring one along on 
the trip, under the guise of ‘field recordings’ to analyse later for language 
structures etc etc. Mr C, being a bit gullible as well as human, had readily 
agreed. Little did he know. . .It would have been a complete laugh to get 
one of those secret camcorder things which you strapped somehow to the 
inside of your coat or whatever, but it seemed too much of a hassle to 
organise in half a day. He was sure the Media Studies department had one, 
but it was sussed when the weather was so hot that the maximum you 
wore was a tee shirt. At least with the cassette you could stuff it in your 
bermudas. 

In fact, the weather was getting to be a pain. He had only been 
strolling along at half speed for ten minutes, but he was soaked with sweat 
already. Hopefully the lush beaches of Cornwall would be cooler. Not that 
he would be complaining: his dad told him yesterday that the forecast was 
very good for at least a week. High pressure systems and sustained 
temperatures, he'd said, or something like that. Wow, he had to get that 
Dick Dale album though. Popkid wondered who he was. He made a 
brilliant sound on that guitar, really surfy! 

He reached home. Time to face the old music. Dad wasn't home from 
work for an hour or two. Time to soften up Mum, so she would feel some 
sympathy. Popkid was a past master. He was her only one: that was worth 
its weight in soft soap! As he walked in the back door, she was fiddling 
around in the kitchen. She deliberately ignored him for at least five 
minutes. 

He took the flid well. Didn't say anything back. Within ten minutes 
she was worried - again - about how little spare clothing he was taking. 
And where to put it all in the small rucksack he insisted on taking instead 
of the big, sensible one. Mums were great, most of the time. 


Monique had spent a lot of the day crying. She didn't really know 
why. She had phoned the school, only a hundred metres away, to say she 
wasn't well and couldn't give classes today. She had had bad news from 
home, which was not a lie she reckoned. Thursday, she did not have a lot 
to do in school. She supposed she cried for Henri, but it was not logical. 
How could she still care for a man who had written her that letter? She 
had been tempted to tear it up, though she knew she should keep it for the 
future, when she could see clearly why it was that she had once loved him. 
Well, she still loved him she thought, although what was the good of that? 
She did not feel like writing to him to plead for his love. Anyway, he could 
see her in France when she returned, if he was still caring for her a little. 

She had been crying for John too, probably. Kind John, who had 
listened quietly to her cursing yesterday evening before going to the pub. 
He hadn't given her any advice. Perhaps he knew that she didn't want any. 
It was enough to curse, for then. His kisses were what she needed: not 
possessive, not saying “you are mine”, but a little healing, a little bit of 
help for her body and mind. She could admire a man like that. It didn't 
matter that he was older. Her problem was, how could she tell him that 
she wasn't ready for another relationship, another love affair yet? The time 
was not right, but his desire was obviously strong. Could he hold back? 
Well, it was good luck that he was going away for the week: it would give 
her time to think it over. She needed that time, away from John, away from 
Henri, away from everything. Hopefully, her job with the Art department 
would take her mind away from the problem, at least for a while. Maybe 
she would be more happy at the end of that week and be able to tell John 
what she felt. 

For some reason she was also crying for her father. Perhaps she had 
not cried enough at the time of his terrible death. It was when she was low 
in spirit that she thought of him with more than usually tender affection. 
Of all the men in her life, he would always be the sweet one, the one to 
measure by. His memory was sacred to her, and at times like this it was 
almost as if he were helping her in some unseen way. Was it his presence 
she could feel or was she mistaken? 

She leaned over and switched on the radio. Something to take her 
from these morbid thoughts. She waited for Loli to return from the school. 
The nurse had paid her a visit and had seen how red and puffy her face 
was, and had discreetly not asked why. It was understood as woman to 
woman that there was trouble, though it would go soon enough. She was 
grateful at least for that. John had also visited her, during the lunch hour 
and had held her hand for a while. He was enthusiastic about his trip and 
said, gallantly, that he would miss her a lot. He had promised, as a joke, to 
send her a different postcard every day, even if he was in the same place, 
with a different message, just to let her know he was thinking of her. He 
had to go back for afternoon registration and said he would pop by to say 


goodbye as he left school. He was a sweet man, she was sure. But was this 
just the romantic beginning that always deteriorated after a while? My 
God, she hoped not. 

As the radio played, she got out her writing things and, almost 
automatically, wrote a short cheerful letter to Maman. There was no need 
to burden her mother with her little crisis: not yet anyway. Dearest 
Maman, it is so hot here, we have all the windows wide open, yet there is 
not a breeze anywhere. How are Mathieu and Nathalie? Everything here is 
OK. The school is preparing for Activities week. You know, that is 
something we could do with at Morlaix School. I'm looking forward very 
much to the Art Exhibition and might even try to paint something myself. 
Some of the students have promised to give me free lessons. . . 


“So what's up Doc?” 

“Just enquiring as to your mental and physical well-being, smartass.” 

“God, these words are too long for a poor girl at death's door.” 

“Yeah, slight exaggeration, as per usual. Look, you really allright?” 

“Yeah I'll live, just about. Do you know what happened to me?” 

“No. Don't you?” 

“Well the last few hours of the evening are a bit of a blur.” 

“Right, you looked a real peachy picture, face down on the bench in 
the 'Griffin'. Some snoring.” 

“Thanks for those few kind words. What was Rob up to?” 

“What, apart from snogging your arty mates? Not much.” 

“Shut up. I mean what really happened?” 

“You snored. It's quite simple. Then Mr C and the French bird 
snogged. That was surprising. I didn't know old Mr Psychology had it in 
him.” 

“He was snogging Monique? What, in the pub?” 

“To the cheering dozens, yes. I was rather pre-occupied with 
inventing a new dance step at the time, in front of that lush jukebox, but I 
vaguely recall the event. Sound stuff.” 

“What? The jukebox or the snog?” 

“Well, both. It all seemed to be right at the time.” 

“I got a phone call from Dreamy Rob today.” 

“Oh yeah. What did Adonis Boy have to say?” 

“Don't be sarky. He was expressing tender concern for me and my 
body. My body then began to feel much more awake and quite horny at the 
purring of his masculine voice. God, you don't know how annoying it was 
to have missed all those sex opportunities last night. My mum seems to 
think I did something quite nasty to him: “poor thing” she said. But she 
won't tell me what. He wouldn't either. Still, I didn't want to push the 
point.” 

“P'raps she fancies him too.” 


“Thanks, arsehole.” 

“Don't mention it. Anyway I rang up, not to sew the seeds of doubt in 
your mind, but to wish you a Merry Activities Week, my dear. We're off in 
the morning.” 

“Yeah, sorry I didn't come in to see all you chaps. I've had a couple of 
others ring up.” 

“My, all this attention. You'll become a spoilt brat.” 

“I'm that already, mealie-mouth. Now do you want to say anything 
else before I go back to my lovely bed and think of dishy Rob?” 

“Since you ask, yes. Did you see that madman Dunkley by any 
chance? He wasn't around today that I saw, not that many made it in. But 
there are weird rumours flying around.” 

“Like what?” 

“Well, that he's scarpered, disappeared for instance. After that 
English lesson. No one's seen him since then.” 

“Maybe I'll ring him later. Got to look after the little pet, haven't we?” 

“I was expecting to see him at the pub, to be honest. None of his 
sometime pals knew anything.” 

“Trouble is, I don't want to talk to his Dad, if Tim's not there. Know 
what I mean, Popkid old chap?” 

“T do indeed. And I think I'm gonna concoct an evil nickname for you 
too, Fishface. How about Maid Snorian?” 

“What?” 

“Goes with ‘Robin’, certainly. What's his other name, that Mr Dish?” 

“Gallagher, if you must know. And it's Robert actually.” 

“No need to get snooty. Anyway, I've got to dash. Dad'll be home soon 
and there'll be more music to face. I don't want to face a big phone bill flid 
at the same time.” 

“So what happened to make the wrinklies flid then?” 

“Like you I can't remember. It comes to something when people you 
don't even know cart you home.” 

“Not Girlies, I hope.” 

“Nothing so sordid I'm afraid. No, they were Bulgarians of some sort. 
Male, I think.” 

“You must have been almost as out-of-it as me. They tell me Rob took 
me home, bless his cotton thong.” 

“Thong. I thought only women wore those.” 

“That's how I like to think of him.” 

“What? Like a woman?” 

“Haha. Anyway I'll have a chance to look at the whole Rob very soon 
indeed. I can't wait actually.” 

“You sordid little schoolgirl. I'll tell of you!” 

“Yeah well, I don't care any more. If he won't have me, I'll stay a 
virgin and become a nun.” 


“Stay a virgin? Gimme a break. So it's 'get thee to a nunnery'?” 

“Yep. Well, no. 'Cause I won't need to, ‘cause I'll get him hooked with 
my feminine charms. Anyway, sod off. You've had your five minutes. Next!” 

“Charming. OK, see you later.” 

“Gonna send us a postcard?” 

“Might do. Might send one to the Bill Blake Appreciation Society.” 

“Well, that's just about me at the moment. Talking of appreciating 
Blake, look after that Mr C, won't you?” 

“Yeah, specially since he'll probably have other things on his mind 
while attempting to learn how to ride that board.” 

“Poor little chap. I know how he feels.” 

“Anyway, see you later. Tarthead.” 

“Piss off, Popkid.” Popkid? The girl was seriously disturbed. 


11: Thursday evening 


He was feeling so horny it was unreal. No amount of Turnips or 
Caesar's war plans for the Belgii were going to clear this one up. He felt 
he should probably relieve himself in the time-honoured fashion, but 
making love with your right hand didn't seem the proper thing to do. What 
he really wanted to do was have sex with Monique within an inch of his 
life, but somehow it didn't accord with his other feelings for her. He was 
well aware that it would hardly be the most prudent course of action, and 
insensitive at the least, though that didn't stop him imagining her in 
various states of what they used to call undress, inviting him to do his 
darnedest. How strange sex desire was! On the one hand he wouldn't do 
anything to upset her by coming on too strong; on the other hand his mind 
couldn't keep itself from her image. In his experience this was exclusively 
a male problem of duality. He had heard about women who had these kinds 
of problems, but had never met one. Perhaps that was his bad luck. 
Perhaps it would be good luck to meet the Tart with a Heart. What 
happens afterwards: more ‘lots of sex'? 

It was no use: he had to use the ultimate weapon in his armoury to 
ward off unwanted wanking: the ultra-tough bike ride. Twenty miles 
around the twilight countryside with a finish that would lose him two 
pounds of sweat and cut down the levels of testosterone nicely. It had 
worked before, though would it work this time? 

An hour and a quarter later he was standing outside the caretaker's 
bungalow. Well, he had promised to say goodbye. 

There was an awkward moment as he stood, very sweatily, on the 
step and she opened the door. But then she smiled and he was inside. He 
had forgotten, in the six hours between lunchtime and now, what it was 
about her body's perfume that tantalised him so. He still couldn't describe 
it, but he could feel it. It was like a huge rope pulling him in, ever in. His 
brain idled into neutral. 

"Well, I guess it's goodbye for a while. It's <au revoir> not <adieu>, 
right?" he said. She smiled back. 

"John, I wanted to tell you that I like, no it's I appreciate your help. 


You know I am upset and you are very kind." 

"It's not difficult, I assure you." He wanted to tell her of all his 
feelings of being attracted. 

"Well, I just don't want to hurt you c'est tout. You are a very sensitive. 
. .. don't know what to say. It is perhaps good luck that we will not see 
each other. I have to have time to think. Henri, I don't know what to feel 
after his letter. You understand?" 

"I think so. But I also want to tell you my feelings. They are of a man" 
he said, lapsing into a kind of Franglais. "All my body feels is that it wants 
to make love to you. But it would be totally wrong." 

"No, not totally wrong my friend. But perhaps the wrong time. I can 
feel this also. What would you feel in Cornwall afterwards? We must wait, I 
think." Clements's body was repulsed: in its egoistic state he thought it 
was his deepest feeling as well. He went through incredible mental 
struggle for a few seconds. 

"I know you're right, of course, but. . ." 

"Let's part now as friends, John. Don't be angry with me." His face 
had given him away. 

"Yeah OK." He kissed her lightly on the forehead. She was an inch 
shorter than him. He could smell the shampoo she used. Her skin was dry, 
even in this heat. His body was furious: he wanted to attack something, 
and quickly. 

He turned and walked rapidly out of the bungalow, amazed at his 
mind's resistance. He felt totally angry and frustrated with himself and all 
the world. It was the old animal, risen inexplicably in him. The desire to 
penetrate, to master, to subdue by force. He wanted to lose it forever, to 
throw away this shadow clinging to him, inside him. He punched his fists 
downwards. He jumped on the bike and hurtled off into the darkening 
evening. His skin was glistening. The eyes saw nothing. He hated all 
women. His mind was a bucking spiral of lust and hate. His love was 
nearing completion, ready for exorcism. Hamlet's words came to him 
stupidly: "the time is out of joint. O cursed spite, that ever I was born to 
set it right." What right had that arsehole Shakespeare to lumber his mind 
with stupidity? He would get over it. She was telling him no. He would get 
over it. He would get over it. The mantra pumped his legs as he cycled 
blindly along the Foster's green by-pass. Time is a healer. He would get 
over it. Oh for some patience, some little patience. 


She stroked herself in the old groove, moving her middle finger, the 
favourite one, across it gently, slowly moving, the legs slightly arched and 
then down again; his body was before her, turned away from her, adjusting 
the jeans, making them stay up by just the one hand. He moved behind the 
screen. She could see his face smiling over the top of it. The paintbrush 
rested in her hand, the sketched study on the floor. She only had to touch 


up some of the colour and it would be complete. Just one more session; 
just one more half an hour of his body before her. He moved out from 
behind the screen, he was magnificent, glistening in the artificial light of 
the studio. She sat nervously on the floor. Her finger moved across, a little 
quicker, the legs moved outwards a little. He lay on the cloth that draped 
over the bed. She instructed him to open his legs wider and move one 
hand behind his head. She looked at the hair in his armpit as he stretched, 
his ribcage sighing and stretching, his thing a wonderful root, the hair 
around it curly, magnificent, dark brown. She sat and painted in the details 
of his hair, her hand was gently shaking; she couldn't paint properly like 
this. Her finger moved quicker, her other hand underneath her pressing 
the bumhole, pressing in gently in a slower rhythm. His eyes staring at her, 
still smiling, her hand shaking badly. Getting up, she moved across to him: 
he lay passive and waiting. She could do what she wanted, what she had to 
do. Her hand, shaking, went to his thing. At her touch, it rose slowly into 
life. She wanted to kiss it so badly: it rose to her mouth. He laughed gently 
- he was in her control. The glans opened; it was magnificent, purple, a 
little pearl of clear sperm at the eye. Her tongue raced forth and buried 
itself in the hair surrounding, working around and around. Her finger 
working faster and faster, a blur of movement. Faster and faster, soon it 
would come; the other finger in and outwards, her tongue licking life. Her 
mouth a warm cave, his thing a huge filling thing, her finger a drill. The 
moment of coming: the bum lifting itself up, her legs shooting out, her 
mind an oblivion, stifling the shout. She would have him, yes, she would 
control him, his beauty would be hers, oh God it was bigger than her, the 
feeling of his chest as she collapsed on him. His arms around her, bigger 
than her. Her fingers, still working, just easing down. She had to have him, 
to possess him. She had to have him. The other finger withdrawn, her 
tongue lifted high, absorbed the liquid in her mouth. The sweetness, the 
laughing. Her fingers moving slower, the best in a long time. This was 
better than fucking, now she felt it, the slow pulsing taking over. Never 
with a man. They never gave time. They never thought afterwards. But she 
must have him. His was hers. She would control him. She would control 
him. He'd make a great picture. He'd make a great study. God, what a 
decadent she was. She must stop all this. What was she doing? Bloody 
Christ, what a witch! What was she doing? 


This sex stuff was well weird, he had to admit. Sometimes it was 
strong, other times you just forgot about it for weeks. For a change, the 
stuff happening around him was more exciting than the thought of banging 
a beach babe. He didn't even need the old five-finger shuffle. But energy 
he felt, that's for sure. Tonight he should get some decent sleep. After last 
night, he probably needed it. Sensible Chris, good lad. It was only nine 
o'clock and he was well knackered. Might as well hit the old hay. 


He wandered upstairs after saying goodnight to his Mum and Dad, 
who had of course forgiven him for his rudery of the previous evening. You 
were only young once and they weren't too old to remember what it was 
like themselves, or so they said. Popkid wasn't entirely convinced though. 

His head on the pillow, he was stretched out, hands behind his head. 
All the stuff packed; an early alarm call; his Dad kindly driving him to 
school at 7.15 - it was all arranged. And now, to finish it, stick on the 
Grace Doctors' CD, select the tracks and doze off to the ambient tekno 
sounds. He looked around his room. He felt lucky. He felt on the threshold. 
Of what? He didn't know. Though he would soon find out. 


He took the little vegetable knife and made a small incision. A spot of 
blood appeared on his upper arm. The pain receded somewhat. He took 
the spunk and rubbed it in, smeared it across the other cuts on thigh, 
lower arm, thumb. The pain was still throbbing. He couldn't understand 
why it wasn't hurting more though. The mix of vodka and pills? The 
extreme tiredness. Back home after 48 hours, he had ignored his father's 
appeals to "listen to reason". He'd been through all that fuckin' crap 
before. He wasn't in the mood. He would show him: he would show them 
all. Nutters, bastards, normals. No quarter would be given to their view. It 
was time he had a Say. 

His father called him downstairs that there was a phone call. Tim 
said he'd take it upstairs. He quickly dressed, putting on his oldest tee 
shirt and shorts. 

"Yeah?" 

"Oh, it's only Kathryn. I didn't think you'd be in." 

"Why'd you ring up then?" His voice sounded slurred, even to him. 

"Well, you haven't been around. I was wondering." 

"Takin' a break from the world. Nothin' special." 

"Right, well. I just thought I would check." 

"Well, I'm allright" he lied. "Just takin' a break." 

"Tim? Are you really allright? You sound off." 

"It's the drugs, isn't it? That's what they all say. The bastards. But we 
know better don't we, Kate?" 

"I dunno. If you say so. Look, are you in tomorrow? To school, I 
mean." 

"Doubt it. Doubt it at all for a while. Don't wanna go." 

"It isn't about the English lesson, is it? I..." 

"Nah. Look, I gotta go. Things to be depressed about, y'know how it 
is. Gotta do things." 

"Cause it probably wasn't like you thought. I think Mr Clements was 
quite worried about you." 

"S'OK. He's allright. I blew my top. Tell him he's OK." 

"I know it's not my place, but don't do anything stupid OK?" 


"You're allright Kate, really you are. Don't be stupid yourself." 

"I could do with an assistant on that project next week. I could. I'm 
not bullshitting." 

"Yeah. OK." The pain was bright again, scarring his skin with fright. 
"Look, gotta go." 

"Is it a deal, then? Next Monday?" 

"Yeah, great. See ya." 

"Yeah, see you later." 

She put down the phone. The two sides of human nature. The witch 
and the holy one. Coven Bitch and bloody Mother Teresa. She contained 
both. Great idea for a picture. Probably been done before. She needed 
some rest, all of a sudden. Christ, she hoped he wouldn't do anything 
really dense. But was it against pain or embarrassment? Was she 
compassionate or just annoyed? Was he being disturbed or just a jerk? For 
now, somebody else can deal with it. She needed the crash. No more Miss 
Patience for a while. She was going to do what she wanted. 


12: Thursday night 


There were several suckers sticking to him. As he tore away, huge 
red weals appeared on his arms, legs, stomach. And each time the 
octopus's limbs entwined him again, more and more tightly. He was 
running out of air from his cylinders and frantically tugged on the rope. It 
was an old-fashioned diving suit, like in the black and white films he had 
seen as a boy. The helmet so huge it had to be supported out of water. His 
struggle produced a knife and he slashed and slashed his way out of the 
embrace of death. Blue-black ink filled his vision as the legs thrashed and 
whipped in a frenzy. Nothing he could do could stop the spinning. His was 
the death of drowning. Little droplets of water seeped in under the helmet; 
he had made a tiny cut in his suit. He fought free and ascended as quickly 
as he dared, up and up out of the sea of blue and black. He felt 
overwhelming stomach cramps; lurched from side to side in a vain attempt 
to straighten out, but the pain was too great. There was an increased 
pulling on the rope and a bell sounding in the distance, in the air. He 
crashed to the surface in a panic of water, his helmet and head lolling in 


front of him. The boat had an alarm bell fitted, the air was full of it; his 
head thrusting from side to side, helmet full of water. 

Five-thirty am. The alarm. The hand hitting the clock: it fell off the 
bedside table, Clements dropped out of bed, head tossing to and fro, sweat 
pouring off him. His right leg with severe cramp. The alarm kept ringing. 
Stopped. His hand, wet with perspiration, gripped the tiny travelling clock. 

He slowly unwound his leg, cautiously. Shite. What a nightmare! 
Something about swimming, he couldn't remember. A knife was in it. No, 
that was ridiculous. A knife in water? Oh fuck; his left leg was in the air, 
resting on the bed; his right thrust out now, still with the ache of cramp. 
What a mess. 

He made sandwiches in the kitchen. Nothing too spicy for the 
minibus drive. Bland so he wouldn't have the chance of feeling sick. It had 
happened to him a couple of times previously on long drives. Peanut butter 
a safe bet. Bran flakes and plain yogurt. He felt uneasy as he stood there, 
in pyjama bottoms. The heat was already building up. Had he said 
anything stupid to Monique or betrayed his childish emotions? He felt an 
idiot now, though. What difference did it make? He would have nine days 
to consider it: that thought alone was painful. Perhaps he would ring her 
up. Perhaps not. What was she to him anyway? It was probably simply a 
case of loneliness on his part. Put it down to one more pair of lips kissed. 
But it wasn't just that. 

Whatever it was, he'd better get a move on or he'd miss the minibus, 
especially as he had to walk to school with his huge rucksack, full of spare 
clothes. A lot of thought had gone into the choice. Only one jumper, since it 
wasn't likely to be at all cold at night (the spell of high pressure was set to 
continue, much to the surfers' chagrin) and just a kagoul for possible 
showers. 

He looked at his bran flakes. They looked back. He could do with 
some proper company. 


Nothing was happening in his dream. Only the painting, growing 
larger and larger as he bent his eye towards it. With sudden alarm he 
noticed that it was one of the pictures in the exhibition mounted by the art 
teachers he had seen in that previous dream. Or had it all happened in this 
one night? It was a study of him, flying towards the ship. Very realistic 
except he had brown hair: this geezer had black and it was longer. He 
looked at a few others in a desultory kind of way. He strolled to the exit. As 
he walked out into the intense heat, he saw the notice advertising the 
exhibition. Its date was sometime in the future, he knew, though as he 
tried to read the date, the print receded from view, always a little too small 
to see properly. 

He realised suddenly that this was the school exhibition, that he was 
getting a psychic view into the future. He rushed back into the hall, but all 


the paintings were different from before. They were all portraits of famous 
people. Someone looking a bit like Kathryn was standing by one of them 
adding a few touches. An attendant ran up to her and tried to take away 
the paintbrush. There was a brief struggle before she was carried off by 
three large attendants, who had donned white coats. She was swearing 
and screaming. Her shrieking had a calming effect on him and he carried 
on walking around as if nothing had happened. So this was the English 
writers group. 

A man in an old-fashioned three-piece suit and funny round glasses 
on was peering at one of the pictures. Popkid walked up to him and looked 
at what he was doing. The old man looked back at him in a penetrating 
way and introduced himself as Dr Sigmund Clematis. He said he was an 
authority on these paintings and could change them at will if he didn't like 
them. Popkid's thoughts denied this assertion, and as if he could read 
them, the old man turned round and stared at a picture of Shakespeare. 
The beard dissolved and instead it was a picture of Phil the school 
caretaker. He lip-read the old man's opinion that it was a much more 
satisfactory portrait. By sleight of hand, Dr Clematis produced a crumpled 
version of the Shakespeare portrait in his hand and shoved it into his 
pocket. One by one, he transformed the writers into people Popkid 
recognised: Kathryn's mate Darlene, his uncle Harry, a couple of year 11 
kids he only knew by sight, Old Todgers the history teacher: nobody with 
any claim to literary talent. It was all a bit of a shame. 

The other trick the old man said he could perform was to make the 
pictures speak. Though to see this trick Popkid would have to give him all 
the CDs he owned and all those he would buy in the future. Somehow this 
seemed like an irrestistible bargain. But he didn't have any with him. No 
problem, said the old man, whose voice Popkid could now hear - it had a 
thick German accent and was hardly more intelligible than the old man's 
signs. He had them all in his pocket: take them out. So Popkid put his 
dream hand into his right trouser pocket and pulled out the Grace Doctors 
CD; the old man assured him that it would become easier to part with 
them after this first effort. It was like giving birth: the head was the most 
difficult and painful. After that, the rest did slip out much more easily. As 
he turned out this pocket, he began to find more and more titles that 
definitely hadn't appeared yet; some were from artists that he knew, some 
from those he didn't. He realised with a start that he was looking into the 
future. Dazzling new formats of disc presented themselves: clear boxes 
about three centimetres square with only the title etched on the top 
surface; ovoid shapes that, when rubbed, produced different sounds; matt 
black ellipses with a small button on the side to change the track number 
randomly; and finally a clear plate that, when placed on the forehead, 
responded to your brain waves and interpreted the music contained, and 
then generated, within your head. 


The old man was grinning: he was also smoking a cigar. The spirals of 
smoke were forming themselves into words above the pictures. He couldn't 
make them out. He asked if they were in German. The old man said no - 
they were in a language yet to be formulated. Popkid strained and strained 
to read the words. His brain was expanding to capture the profound 
thoughts contained in the utterances. He was on the threshold of a 
fantastic discovery. All these messages were linked: he could sense that. 
All he needed to do was crack the code. He looked around again for the old 
man, but he was gone. He had left his cigar, still smoking in an ashtray on 
the table right by Popkid. To his astonishment it was no longer a cigar but 
a huge joint, full of the choicest Herb - he could smell it. The itch to pick it 
up was uncontrollable. If he smoked the joint he would gain the secret of 
what the messages offered. The old man had smoked it out: he would now 
inhale it back in. The logic was impeccable. His hand moved towards the 
ashtray, but it didn't seem to be any nearer. He began to walk and he was 
further away still. Running, he was losing sight of it. After pursuing for 
some minutes he had lost it. Now he had to run all the way back. He 
passed block after block of buildings, all dedicated to the pursuit of surreal 
and futuristic forms of art. After what seemed like weeks, he re-entered 
the original building. But it was all changed again. Different pictures, with 
different layout. Lots of foreign looking people were milling about with 
knives drawn, walking up to the pictures, slashing them; then the pictures 
would magically re-form. 

He found himself with a knife in his hand. He walked to a picture that 
was of the old doctor. He pushed the knife into the picture. There was a 
great cry and he dropped the knife in horror. Lots of screaming and 
shouting and he was being dragged away. He had blown it now! He 
protested that he was trying to understand the smoke messages: everyone 
assumed he was deranged. A woman was shaking him, telling him that 
what he had done was awful. He shouldn't have done that. The kind old 
doctor wasn't expected to live. He had only one chance left: he must get up 
immediately and fly to the picture. Apology - that was the key. The old 
man's wounds would surely heal if he was sincerely apologetic. 

He woke up to the sound of his mother shaking his shoulder and 
telling him to get up, he was late. His mind was a mass of confusion. He 
sweated rapidly. 

"Chris! Chris! Get up! I don't know what you were dreaming about, 
but you were shouting blue murder. It's 6 o'clock. We've got to go soon! 
You don't want to miss it." 


13: Friday morning 


The sun was already part way up the sky. It was already the time of 
the dog-day to wear just a tee shirt. Today would be a scorcher, the 
temperature possibly reaching 95 degrees Fahrenheit or English, as 
Clements preferred to think of it. He glanced at his watch again: 7.20 am. 
Only two minutes after he last looked. He must be nervous. From where he 
was Standing he could see the window of Monique's room which 
overlooked the school from the caretaker's bungalow. He could go over, 
wake her up and apologise for yesterday's stupidity. But all sorts of 
reasons stopped him: it might be too early in the morning; he might take a 
rebuff which would make him feel worse than he did now; and more 
importantly, everyone would see him walk over there and would be aware 
of the semi-clandestine nature of their friendship. It was still a forbidden 
association in his mind: teachers liaised with language assistants, but the 
thought of a full-on relationship was taboo. It was all too apparent by the 
number and variety of obscene jokes about such relationships. And every 
time a new and female assistant was appointed, some wag in the staff 
room would shout in triumph to Derek 'Mossman' Hubble that he ought to 
be interested in this new one. When was the first staff social and so forth. 
They were impelled to say it since Mossman was a social scapegoat. There 
are one or perhaps two in every staff room across the land - those that the 
other 'safe' members of staff see as the sad person, the loner, the misfit. 
Although Mossman often mentioned his fiancee Jan, no-one had ever seen 
her. She was rumoured to live in darkest Birmingham, though a photo or 
other seemingly incontrovertible evidence was not yet forthcoming. 
Nobody, including the sometimes compassionate Clements, could imagine 
what a nice girl could be doing holding a distant attachment to Mossman. 
It was no wonder she never came to see him. One look at the dank hole he 
inhabited, unheated in winter and terminally damp (to save energy, natch) 
and any remotely comfort-loving person would dive for cover. 

Why was he thinking of Mossman all of a sudden? Well, at least Moss 
should have already completed his journey to the exotic shores of sunny 
Bulgaria-by-the-sea. He, Clements still awaited that pleasure. Usually he 
didn't mind travelling, especially if the destination was a new or 
interesting one. He had had a few great holidays with various girlfriends 
and buddies and had even backpacked around France once on his own, in 
an ultimately futile attempt to enhance his disgusting French. And as a lad 
he was an admirer of the British Youth Hostel with its spartan, yet ultra- 
cheap, accommodation. His first individual sallies into the world at large 
were made in this way, over the range of his home country of Wales: the 
Brecon Beacons, Snowdonia, Anglesey, the Pembroke coastline. He had 
traversed them all as a keen walker and map-reader. That was when he 
had the time: that sweet and innocent time of youth when you thought you 


would live forever. Not even that - you didn't think about mortality at all. 

He wondered if the kids around him were in that frame of mind. They 
were certainly very excited, even at this early hour, buzzing around, 
checking their bags and chatting about what they thought they may have 
forgotten, having a laugh about the relative sizes of each others' luggage 
and what forbidden material they might contain. A different generation, 
brought up to revere acquisition not experience. 

They were a good bunch though, as far as your average student was 
concerned. Chris 'Popkid' Wilkinson and his mate Matt he knew best of all, 
from English A-level (Chris) and his old form (Matt). Pete Sharpe had been 
in his year 10 group: he had found him vaguely likable yet strangely 
enigmatic. The oddly named Patty Hurst - surely not after the American 
‘terrorist' - who had a serious crush on about half the party. She was 
obviously heading for a career of surf-widow. Her friend Madeleine Foster, 
a distant descendant, it was alleged, of William Foster the medieval baron 
after whom this geographical area was named. She was known as a crazy 
vegan and fairly rabid manhunter, not that the two necessarily went 
together, she had often pointed out. Ian Talbot would be turning up, the 
runt of the party. No-one knew why he wanted to be here; he was generally 
known as the wimp of the sixth form, though as Atlas had correctly 
surmised in his phone call, he had the right hair. In fact, as Clements 
glanced round the assembled students, it was striking how many of the 
boys had blond, floppy hair. OK, the flop you could cultivate, but 
blondness? He didn't think any of them dyed their locks: it would go 
against the 'natural' look that they favoured. 

"OK, chum?" Clements's meditations were rudely awakened by a 
clipboard being thrust under his nose by Charles 'Atlas' Townsend, group 
leader. Atlas was accompanied by Pam Westbrook, the young History 
teacher whom everybody - well, some of the staff and those of the kids 
who were interested - assumed he was seeing on the side. Technically the 
number of students didn't warrant a third teacher overseeing activities, 
though the mixed group, predominantly male, fixed the ratio. Clements 
had wondered if he was gooseberry, but the rumours about their 
‘friendship' were so universally accepted lent almost a legitimacy to the 
proceedings. What Atlas's wife and kids thought about all this was another 
story of course: one that Clements didn't wish to have a part in. He would 
presumably know about possible goings-on since he was sharing a caravan 
with the man; and Pam was sharing with the two sixth-form girls. It would 
be the beach for anything ‘forbidden’, he was guessing. And Atlas hadn't 
confided any details, Clements morbidly mused. 

"You're in charge of counting 'em on and off the buses, chief. I've 
written the names. Fifteen kids, three adults. That's about the size of it." 

"Right. . ." 

"And I meant to tell you: you'll probably be doing most of the bus 2 


driving. I'll be sharing with Pam. Females on my bus, y'know. Got to keep 
‘em together with the female staff." He coughed. Was this a secret signal? 
You could never tell if he was being meaningful or not. But that applied to 
all Science Sports 'n' History teachers or 'SSH' for short, as they were 
known by the Arty-Farty cynics of the English, Drama and Modern 
Languages departments. Although 'SSH' was shorthand for implying lack 
of meaning, it was the heavily ironic opposite of all the hearty noise they 
made in the staff room during briefings and other more social occasions, 
as opposed to the covert musings of the Arty-Farties, the conspiratorial 
moanings of the Escape Committee and the coughings of the Smokers' 
room crowd (from assorted departments, this group, though mainly 
Technology and Health'n'Social Care). 

Pam looked slightly uncomfortable while Atlas marched around 
telling people where to put their luggage. Phil the caretaker had been 
drafted in to tie on this luggage to the roof racks but was taking his time, 
in time-honoured caretaker fashion. No, he didn't know where the head 
caretaker was; this was his shift today until 2 pm and he had the 
responsibility, most of which he then delegated to his assistant Malcolm 
(known as 'Bagpuss' by a lot of the students for his supposed resemblance 
to the late seventies Children's TV favourite). The schedule was running 
late, though Atlas didn't seem unduly worried. 

Clements checked his list. Those students he didn't know by name he 
found out by asking those he did. Two were still not here: Ian Talbot and 
Pete Sharpe. As he glanced up from the clipboard he saw Pete loping 
slowly along the drive of the school, carrying what looked like a minimal 
amount of luggage. A cheer greeted him as acknowledged Surf Leader. 
Atlas ignored him and fussed with Malcolm over an awkwardly shaped 
rucksack. The percentage of 'Mans' per sentence increased noticeably 
upon Pete's arrival. It was almost as if he was the cultural yardstick they 
measured themselves by although Clements was sure that, if asked, they 
would simply say he was the best bloody surfer dude. He never seemed to 
say very much but was invariably the focus of attention. Clements wasn't 
envious of the burden of being the central figure: he had enough of that 
with standing in front of classes all day. The respect would be nice though. 

It was 7.35. they were still waiting for Ian Talbot. Most of the kids 
were getting on the buses now. There seemed to be an unwritten law that 
the sixth form boys were climbing on board his bus, while the girls (who 
had to) and the lower school boys - there were five of them altogether - 
were herded by Atlas on to the first bus. This was a relief to Clements. He 
preferred the company of older students and they were less likely to cause 
trouble on a journey of this sort. 

At 7.40, Atlas was convinced that Talbot wasn't going to make it. 
Clements felt he was quite relieved about this, although how the boy's 
parents would feel about him not going and whether they would demand 


their money back was an issue they would have to tackle later. Atlas 
stepped into minibus 1 and revved the engine. Clements, clipboard in 
hand, did the same. The buses were just pulling away and the students 
were cheering their sweary farewells to the school when Clements saw a 
car screech to a halt behind them. Smoke poured out of the exhaust in a 
blue cloud. He hooted to the bus in front. Atlas peered rather angrily back 
with the same expression of disgust (as if someone had interrupted his 
viewing of a particularly important Premier League clash) that Clements 
was to see many times over the next week. From the car burst a huge 
florid woman with the pencil-thin Talbot in tow, who looked mightily 
sheepish. Sniggers began to flourish in the minibus. Ian was carrying a 
gigantic rucksack, in which the mother had obviously packed all of his 
summer wardrobe plus half of his winter one too, doubtless. She headed 
straight for Clements, assuming that he was the group leader. 

"Mr Townsedge?" 

"Ah. . ." returned Clements. 

"I'm afraid Ian nearly didn't make it, not through any fault of OURS" 
she emphasised. "He's had a bad cold all week and I thought about vetoing 
his participation." Ian looked at the ground. All eyes from the buses were 
focused on his humiliation. "But at the end of the day, he needs the fresh 
air and exercise." 

"Actually, Mrs Tal..." 

"Well, I see you're all ready to go, so I won't keep you. Ian, of course, 
is on medication and I shall hold you personally responsible for ensuring 
he takes all three medicines at the correct times during the day and night. 
He has adequate supplies of all three: one is in liquid form - the cough 
medicine - and the other two are in tablet form." She dropped a large 
paper bag on top of Clements's clipboard. "Also in this bag is a list of 
activities lan should be encouraged to try and also those for whom he is 
not suited. I shall expect a full report from you of any activities that do not 
correspond to the ones listed." This final sentence to her son, who now 
became red of face as well as totally forlorn-looking. 

"Well, I'm sure that Ian..." 

"You see, we thought long and hard about whether to let Ian apply for 
this activity. We were originally sure that 'Types of Calligraphy' was the 
best option. He so likes to write nicely. But he was very keen to come on 
this venture, and after a lot of careful deliberation, we gave in to his 
choice." She attempted a sweet smile at Clements, though he only saw 
more of her yellow, horsey teeth. She was also becoming more florid in 
skin tone by the minute. Perhaps she was an alcoholic, thought Clements 
irreverently. 

"You see, actually the leader. . ." But Atlas was merging imperceptibly 
with his minibus. 

"I'm sure I can depend on you for complete co-operation" she blasted 


at Clements. "Now Ian, help Mr Townsedge with your rucksack. Will he be 
able to place it inside the bus." It was a statement, not a question. "I don't 
want any of the contents to get wet in any way." Clements instinctively 
took in the clear blue sky. 

"Well, I'm sure that. . ." 

"It's because he mustn't put on damp clothes. Otherwise he becomes 
chesty." 

"Right well, we'll see what we can do. I think Ian, you'll find there's 
more room on the first mini. . ." 

"Oh no. I'm sure you don't mind me insisting that he travels with the 
group leader, Mr Townsedge." This was evidently a sort of flattery. 

"Ah now. . ." But it was no use. Mrs Talbot bustled on to his bus, 
oblivious to the snorts and snuffles of the sixth formers, and wedged in the 
tremendous rucksack on one of the two spare seats. She then wedged Ian 
on to the other. He ended up with about a quarter of the seat since the 
rucksack took up most of the available space. Mind you, the stick-insect 
nature of his body didn't demand all that much more. He was a sad sack, a 
quiet mouse. It only remained for Mrs Talbot to remind Clements once 
again about the onerous duties of the group leader, before she departed, in 
another cloud of blue smoke from her old Skoda, back down the drive. She 
neatly - yet probably unwillingly - provided the complete embarrassment 
for her son. In front of his peer group, she had relegated him to a mere 
appendage. By accentuating his oddities she had negated his individuality, 
any faint sparks of a free spirit. He sat silently on his own in the middle of 
the bus. 

Clements muttered an sarcastic "Thanks for that, Atlas" under his 
breath. But Atlas was already speeding away, accompanied by Pam in the 
front seat. Clements found himself next to Popkid and Matt, who had 
drawn the short straw of sitting next to teacher. He had a long drive ahead 
of him. With a quick glance at the bungalow as they drove past, his 
thoughts were bent now towards their arrival at Hoggle's Bay, in nine 
hours' time. 


The sausages and eggs were OK: the chips were naff. Matt, who had 
turned a delicate shade of something like a bluey-green, decided not to 
have anything. Popkid didn't know whether it was the thought of the 
greasy food or the effect of his travel sickness pills. He had, after all, taken 
three times the prescribed dose. Again, Popkid wasn't sure: Matt was a 
maniac with anything narcotic, though he did say it was because the 
normal amount didn't have any effect, usually. Well, it was certainly having 
an effect now. A very colourful one. Thinking of colour, he looked at his 
remaining sausage - a bluish shade of pinky-brown. He imagined himself 
as a potential vegetarian again. Maybe next month. Kathryn was always 
knocking him about his carnivore habits, but he did like chicken and fish. 


Actually, he didn't like sausages much; it was just a whim as they passed 
the serving hatch in the motorway cafe. He had noticed the person in front 
of him with some and felt the old sheep impulse. He hoped he wouldn't 
regret in a Matt kind of way later. 

He had quite enjoyed sitting up front in the minibus. Supposedly, it 
was because his mate Matt would feel less sick up front, because if you 
looked out of the side of a moving vehicle, you felt more green then if you 
were looking straight ahead through the windscreen. He and Mr Clements 
had had quite a bit of snappy dialogue, although Mr C's tales of his 
“wanderlust childhood" as he called it, were somewhat tedious. What did 
lust have to do with it anyway? Nothing very sexy about staying in youth 
hostels. It was weird though, when you got talking to teachers, well human 
ones anyway, out of school. You suddenly saw another side to them. He 
remembered Mr C saying as a sort of joke, ages ago, that students only 
ever thought of teachers as they were in school and couldn't imagine 
another, private, life for them outside. He used the image of a wife hanging 
up a teacher, complete with jacket and tie, in the wardrobe over the 
weekend. That's why students were always so fascinated about seeing you 
out and about, shopping and stuff. He hadn't ever thought of the wardobe 
admittedly, but he got the point. And for someone like Mr C, who he knew 
wasn't married with kids or anything - what did he get up to in his leisure 
time? He had always sort of imagined him with a pipe and a good book, 
but now that he re-considered it, that was a stupid idea. His other image of 
teachers at play was the football field. After all, he saw more of male 
teachers reffing matches and so on, out of their 'uniform', than at any 
other time. And to see Mr C pottering about in the motorway cafe, chatting 
away merrily to assorted students, gave him another view. Nobody else 
seemed to have any feelings about that though: he had talked to Matt and 
it hadn't made any difference to him. 

He was glad he was a sixth-former however. Seeing all the tiny ones 
gulping down their grub and shouting excitedly made him feel superior 
and more knowledgeable, even though he hadn't been on this trip 
previously and some of them had. In particular, some year 11 kid, whose 
name he couldn't remember, had been three times before - the last three 
years in fact. But he was some pal of Atlas's, as were most of the younger 
ones. He was in every school sports team going and, although not a 
natural on the board, had booked his ticket early on. 

Well, that was the sausage and stuff. Now for the lovely, disgusting 
fruit yogurt. His Mum got this organic stuff which was probably dead 
healthy, but it tasted of nothing. Here was the real gear: boysenberry and 
pumpkin, whatever they were. Some kind of American fruit, he supposed. 
The film of preservative hit the roof of his mouth - instant gratification. He 
listened to a surf conversation nearby. 

"Look man, it's the absolute place to go." 


"What are you talkin' about man? It's got to be Drop Zone. They all 
say it." 

"Yeah? Have you been there? Twenty foot A-frames and no respite. 
That's a cool challenge." 

"Well, I'm happy with five. Are you Mr Dude at higher?" 

"Nothin' wrong in aspiring, man. Nothin' wrong with that." 

Aspiring?’ You swallowed a dictionary or somethin', man?" 

"I've been readin’ a few books and stuff. But you wouldn't know about 
that, man. Still stuck on 'Willo the Wisp’ ha!" 

"Nothin' wrong with 'Willo', man. The coolest voice changes on TV." 

"It's a part of my past. I used to watch that shit on TV when I was five 
or somethin'." 

"D'you remember 'the Clangers', man? That was somethin' else", 
Popkid joined in the conversation. 

"The 'Clangers'? What kinda crap is that, man?" 

"Spaceman crap. It was great. These little creatures right. . ." 

"Man, you're seriously out of touch. Who needs it?" 

"Nah, you don't understand. It was great. These little men... ." 

"Like Mr Men?" 

"No, dork. . .like like puppets, well models and they always ended up 
on like, seriously out of the galaxy planets where they found.. ." 

"This Kit guy is seriously out of tune with his loons, man." 

"Out to lunch." 

"It's the weather that's got to him. Fried his brains, seriously." 

"Suit yourself. I like a lot of those programmes. I've got 'em on tape 
too." 

"You're seriously admittin' this stuff in front of your peers, man?" 
Pete Sharpe looked over. "He's gotta point. They're surreal, man. 
Seriously psychedelic." 

Nobody quite knew what 'surreal' was supposed to mean. Popkid took 
the plunge. 

"Like in the art kind of way?" 

"Well, like you're tryin' to absorb a seriously out to lunch situation 
with your normal brain wave. It's beta as opposed to alpha. But that's the 
imagination for you." 

"Right" said Popkid. This was all a bit deep on a Friday morning. "So 
it's like lookin' at a computer graphic and it not makin' sense. . ." 

"Or like one of those Magic Eye things" added someone else. 

"All kind of swirly, then you see what's there." 

"Or not." 

"Not really" said Pete. "It's not a vision thing. It's a mind thing." This 
was beyond most of them. Ian Talbot, who had been sitting quietly 
drinking a coffee, looked up. 

"It depends on how you see it, not what you see. Like on a graphic, 


it's how you use it" he said. 

"That's right, man. You got it. These old children's TV things, they 
were probably made by the oldtime hippie guys. We don't know this for 
sure, but some of those ideas are so wacky, kind of trippy in a seventies 
way." 

"Like the Magic Roundabout. My Dad used to watch that" said Ian. 

"The new Nigel Planer is not comparable" offered Popkid. 

"Yeah" replied Ian, and smiled. "Dougal and Florence." 

"Zebedee and whatshisname", from Popkid. 

"Dylan the Rabbit. Cool dude, well he thought he was" added Pete. 

"Brian the Snail" groaned Matt. Everybody turned round to him. 

"Jesus man, you look terrible. What are you on?" 

“Too many oldtime pep pills, man." 

"I'll be allright when we get there. I was kinda allright till I saw all 
those fried eggs you guys were packin' away." He looked pained at the 
memory. 

The others were getting ready to go, it seemed. Mr Townsend had his 
own clipboard and was waving it around in a self-important manner. 

"Time to go, guys." 

"Jesus, what a prat" whispered Matt. "Nine days of him hangin' 
around." 

“Now now" said Popkid sarcastically. "the man has organised it so all 
this is possible. Show a little respect to your elders." 

"I could show a little respect to a bed right now" whimpered Matt. 

"C'mon Matt, sunshine" shouted Atlas across the cafe. "Only another 
200 miles to go!" 

As Popkid walked across the car park to the minibus, he fell in with 
Ian, who revealed to him his own obsession with all things Children's TV. 
He had been a fan, along with Popkid, of Choc-a-Bloc, Trumpton, Pigeon 
Street and Postman Pat re-runs but also, to Popkid's considerable interest, 
about more enigmatic stuff like King Rollo, Bagpuss and even Play School 
which, although he confided was anathema to him now, he had enjoyed 
greatly at the time. Other people only thought it was crap because they 
saw it as some kind of grown-up thing to discard when they hit 
adolescence. Anathema? Adolescence? This kid had seriously swallowed a 
dictionary. But he made some sense. And was more than usually animated 
and lit up. Popkid often noticed that seriously quiet people were like that 
when they talked about something that interested them. Trouble was, the 
loud guys, and he counted himself in this category, well just about, didn't 
allow the quiet ones to be interested in anything, from the point of view of 
adding to the conversation. It was like you were expecting them to be the 
same as the guy out of 'the Fast Show' who always listens intently to the 
cool people and then says something devastatingly uncool, followed by 
saying "I think I'll get me coat" in a kind of country bumpkin accent. 


Though often quiet people were more knowledgeable, it's just that they 
didn't let on. Like Pete for instance, although he was a special example. He 
had cool oozing out of his earholes for some strange reason: it had always 
been like that. Whereas the nerdy looking guys like Ian weren't ever given 
a chance. Christ, he known of the guy for about eight years since the 
middle of junior school and he'd never had a decent conversation with him 
yet. 

"So you've got tapes and stuff." 

"Yes. Well, mostly audio things." 

"Audio? Like C90s and stuff?" 

"Yeah. Some BBC things that my Dad gave me. Don't know why." 

"D'you ever listen to them like?" 

"No, not really. They're just there. Y'know, along with the records and 
books." 

By the time they were seated back on the bus, Popkid had hustled a 
promise out of the guy that he would lend him the audio tapes of Willo-the 
Wisp AND Pigeon Street. And he even had a home-recorded video of Pob, 
his all-time favourite, the spitting puppet banned by public demand. This 
guy was worth knowing! 


"So when do you think we'll get there Sir?" 

"About five o'clock I should think." They were powering down a quite 
clear A road in Somerset. One more stop at the first decent service station 
that Atlas could find and then the last lap. "Hopefully there'll be some 
dinner laid on." Clements didn't know of course, but it sounded reassuring. 

There was another silence. Clements drove steadily on, two or three 
vehicles behind Atlas. He wasn't worried if they became separated and out 
of sight. One thing he did know was the route down to that part of 
Cornwall. "Are you an experienced surfer really, Chris?" 

"No not really. I mean, I'm not very good. Just keen, I guess. What I 
haven't done is practise in loads of different situations. You know, like I've 
only ever surfed locally. Some of these guys have surfed all over. Like Pete 
Sharpe. But most of us are novices really, if we had to admit it." 

"Just like me!" 

"So have you been down this way yourself, Sir?" 

"Well yes, though not to surf. Some swimming naturally, on holidays. 
And the last time I came down here, well a couple of years ago now, up in 
North Devon, I did a bit of boogie-boarding but it was tame stuff. Just a 
slight extension of swimming I suppose you'd call it. But it's a whole 
culture isn't it? I mean, I'm amazed when I earwig in on conversations 
between surfers how. . .well, it's a whole other language, like a sign system 
or something." 

"Yeah, you're right. I suppose it's also to cut people in. Like it's a 
special group or gang or something." 


"That's right. And I'm not part of the gang. Probably age has 
something to do with it?" 

“Well, I know some cool surfer types who are at least as old as you." 
Clements wondered if Popkid had any idea how 'old' he was. "I mean, 
they're very experienced", as he caught the glance from Clements's 
direction. 

"No doubt. But tell me. In this case I'm the student and you're the 
teacher, except I probably won't call you 'Sir'. Tell us some of the 
language. And slowly. As you get older you absorb new information more 
slowly!" 

"Well, what do you want to know?" Clements took a brief look into his 
mirror. Pete and two others sat in quiet splendour at the back. A couple of 
others were talking animatedly about a surfing issue in the middle. Beside 
them Ian stared out the window. Matt looked hollowly straight ahead: he 
had managed to throw up only once and had gallantly waited until the last 
stop, although he didn't like the look of him again just now. 

"Well, most of my admittedly scanty knowledge comes from a film I 
saw once Called, I think 'Voyager' or perhaps 'Crystal Voyager' with a 
soundtrack by Pink Floyd: 'Echoes' you know." Popkid evidently didn't 
know: he thought maybe they were some oldtime sixties guys, a bit hippie. 
"Oh well, I know that it's a tunnel under the wave. . ." 

“Tunnel? Nah, nobody calls it that. Tube maybe, or barrel, as in 
‘barrelin' out’. The pit. Tunnel? Never heard of that." 

"Oh, well. There's 'wipe out’. Don't you still say that?" 

"Yeah. . .maybe. Does that mean you're zooed or nailed maybe?" 

"Possibly. But I'm a virgin here. Teach me all you know." 

“Won't take long Sir!" And so Popkid proceeded to describe to 
Clements how you 'took a drop' into a wave; how a real, mean wave was 
called 'gnarly'; how the leading edge of a breaking wave was called the 
‘lip'; how 'trimming' was to cruise along the green face of a wave; how 
high and low pressure systems affected the groundswell of the waves; and 
a dozen other bits of information that he had picked up from the surfing 
mags he read avidly. After ten or fifteen minutes Clements protested that 
he couldn't take any more in. To illustrate this, he told a story about the 
time when he was in teacher training college and taking a short course in 
teaching English as a foreign language. One day his tutor surprised the 
group by trying to teach them a few words in Farsi, the main language in 
Iran it seemed. After an hour of exhausting listening and repeating, they 
had learned precisely four words - and two of those were the equivalents 
of 'hello' and 'goodbye'. Their tutor had pointed out that for Farsi native 
speakers - and there were quite a few of them in Britain - it was as 
difficult for them to learn English. The two language systems did not share 
any common writing attributes and none of the sounds corresponded 
either. They even wrote the words in an opposite direction. Popkid thought 


that this was a bit of an elaborate way to say he'd had enough of the 
surfing terms, but never mind: at least the man wasn't condescending. 
Their talk led on to tales of swimming mishaps and mutual interests in 
music, which surprised Popkid. He had mistakenly thought that all 
teachers' musical history and knowledge stopped at about 1975 and the 
arrival of punk, but Mr C knew quite a bit about current music, especially 
mainstream pop. Popkid, despite the nickname of course, had passed by on 
that route a long time ago and devoted himself now to the further shores 
of Ambient and Tekno, though he still tuned in occasionally to the Top 40 
show and the Evening Session out of a sense of nostalgia. Clements told 
him a bit about his record collection and his sadness at the passing of 
vinyl, which was all a mystery to Popkid, who had only ever known CDs, 
and before them cassette tapes. He was seriously tempted to tell Mr C 
about the Grace Doctors and what they meant to him, but he resisted. 
After all, his mission was kind of secret, especially if it meant a secret 
journey was involved. And Mr C probably wouldn't know of them anyway: 
he felt he was bullshitting when he said he'd heard of those "Aphex twin 
guys". Not knowing it was one person was a bit of a giveaway. 

By the time they reached the final stop, they both felt like they'd had 
a decent conversation. Clements had remarked, rather enigmatically 
according to Popkid, that this was the whole point of these trips: you saw 
other people in an entirely different light. Notwithstanding his earlier 
thoughts in the cafe, Popkid considered it mainly about surfing. Mind you, 
he'd sooner be sitting up front here than in the first minibus: nine hours of 
Atlas barking PE teachertalk at you would be mindnumbing and could put 
you off the rest of the week. 

And after the final tea and the final Coke had been gulped down and 
those final fags discarded, they all hopped back on the bus. Everyone was 
cooling off somewhat after the heat of the day. Although having all the 
available windows open created a bit of a breeze, they were glad to have 
the break to walk around and sit in the relative cool of the cafes. And even 
though they'd been stuffing themselves with snacks all day, they would 
also be glad to see the meal waiting for them. 

This set Popkid to thinking aloud who the cooks were. Matt 
enlightened him (he had gone last year). They were students employed by 
the centre as part of some scheme, a link with the local college. They were 
all on a Btec Catering and Hotel course or something. The food had been 
reasonable last year, though you had to cater for yourself some of the time, 
like at breakfast, and make your own sandwiches; though this last was 
done on a rota between the guys in their party, so you took your chance on 
that one. The main meal however, was always cooked by the college 
students and was OK. Suddenly though, all this talk of pasta and chicken 
sent Matt into a more purplish tinge of green and he had to rush into the 
cafe toilet to deposit his second contribution to Bile Week, as someone 


crully termed it. Poor old Matt. He hadn't eaten anything all day: what was 
there to chuck? 

As 5.15 pm approached, the minibuses pulled into the parking area 
behind the caravan and trailer park and beach facilities that was Hoggle's 
Bay. At last all the expectations were to become reality. Both Popkid and 
Clements, in their different ways, were going to hit a very steep learning 
curve quite soon. They would also learn that patience is indeed a virtue. 


14: Friday afternoon 


As Clements climbed down from the minibus he had been driving all 
day and looked out with some satisfaction at the sparkling Atlantic, 
Kathryn was climbing up on to the Foster's Jump 27B bus at the High 
Street stop. She had forsaken the school bus which left at 3.30 sharp from 
the school drive and sacrificed £1.50 of her hard-earned cash to catch a 
later public schedule bus. It was worth it though: no snotty-nosed little 
bloody brats spoiling her thoughts as she either steeled herself for the day 
ahead or tried to wind down from the madness that was Foster's Green 
High School. On Fridays particularly, the younger dorky kids, and 
especially the boys, seemed to transmute into visitors from the planet 
Moron, with their own language, hand signals and war-whoops. Grade 1 
and 2 haircuts were a giveaway, though sometimes the ponytails and 
floppyhairs were Morons in disguise. Having mentally accused the males, 
she had to admit that some of the so-called weaker sex were fuckin' 
terrible too. Bullying was more fierce and long-lasting with girls because it 
was more subtle and more finely insinuated, and Kate saw so many 
examples of it around the school. She occasionally wanted to intervene but 
dared not since she would be set on herself for her pains; and it was no 
use telling any teachers even if she was prepared to be a ‘grass’, since very 
few of them did anything or even noticed it themselves. She supposed that 
they had too much to do. At least that's what the teachers she knew said. 

So it was sheer relief to sit on the 27B with all the old bids and 
budders on their way back to the Armpit after a bit of shopping at 
Woolworths and some tea and cake at the Olde Worlde Tea Shoppe or 
whatever it was called. Indeed today, because the bus was relatively 
crowded she had to sit down next to an old dear. Why was it they all looked 
the same? The clothes? The fact that they all said the same cliches? Or 
perhaps - and this was a big thing to admit - she was so far away from old 
age herself that she had no conception of what it was like. She shuddered 
involuntarily at the thought. Being as old as her Mum and Dad was bad 
enough, but these biddies were old enough to be their parents at least. 

The old lady seemed to think Kathryn's presence was a signal for 
conversation. "Such a hot day" she sighed. 

"Yes" said Kathryn in her politest voice. "It certainly is." Why do 
people talk about the weather? Neutral topic, she supposed. 

"It's too hot for shopping really, dear." Go for the good deed of the 
day, Kate. Ask her what she's been doing. The worst it can lead to is 35 
minutes of boredom listening to her life story. 

"What shops have you been to?" 

"Oh, I had to come in for a doctor's appointment, dear." Oh no, the 20 
minute dissection of illness in herself and all her family. 


"Nothing serious, I hope." 

"No no, dear. Just a routine check-up. Though for someone of my age, 
that's never routine you see." She hasn't told me her age. But they all do, 
especially the men. As if it were some kind of achievement or award. This 
is a plus. "And a little shopping for my daughter." 

"Does she live in the Jump too?" 

"No dear. Here in Foster's Green. But she's poorly. To be honest with 
you, very poorly." 

"Oh." It was all Kathryn could manage. She wasn't expecting this. 

"Yes, she hasn't got long to go, poor girl. Cancer of the throat. It's a 
terrible thing." The words hung on the air like a crazy tune that wouldn't 
go away. 

"I'm sorry. . ." 

"That's allright, my girl. No-one ever knows what to say, do they? I 
shouldn't be burdening you with this anyway, it has nothing to do with 
you." 

"It's OK." 

"It is a strange situation. Normally, it's the daughter looking after the 
mother, isn't it?" 

"My Mum looked after my grandmother. She had a stroke." 

"Ah. Then you know what I mean." 

"Yeah. It was awful to see her change so much in just a day really. I 
was about eight at the time, and she lived. . .well, about another four 
years." 

"Ah yes, dear. To see such a thing at a tender age. It has an effect on 
you." 

"I can remember seeing her propped up in bed, and Mum feeding 
her. You know, she couldn't feed herself 'cause one side of her was 
paralysed." The old lady nodded in agreement. 

"Yes, it's terrible. It's almost as though they've survived a war." 

"Yes, that's exactly it, but there's no wound." 

"I'm thankful that my William - that was my husband's name, you 
know - passed away quietly in his sleep. I sometimes think that must be 
the most peaceful way to go. Though who knows anything about it really?" 
Kathryn had to agree. There was a moment's silence. The old woman 
stared out of the window. Kathryn thought that she might have forgotten 
about their conversation. Or was she gazing out over the fields thinking of 
her husband? She didn't like to interrupt her meditations. 

She looked back then at Kathryn. Her stare was unnerving and unlike 
any she had observed on an old person. 

"But young people don't like to think of these things. And that's quite 
right. I'm not so old that I can't remember back to how it felt. Well, 
sometimes I think I live more in the past than in the present day." She 
smiled feebly at Kate. "Of course, some youngsters don't even want to 


know at all. And why not? To even look at at an old, ugly woman must be 
offputting." 

"No, I wouldn't agree. I think older people are fascinating. No, I'm 
not just saying that", as the old woman stared again. "I've done some 
drawings of old people, and actually you think they're all going to look the 
same..." 

"Like the Chinese?" This remark so surprised Kathryn that she 
laughed out loud. 

"Well. . .no." She smiled. "No, not at all. Perhaps 'cause you, I mean, 
they all wear the same stuff, er clothes, and have similar hair. But I once 
had to draw some older people for a project at school and. . .well, I 
thought it was going to be boring, but it wasn't." The old lady was listening 
intently. This was weird: it was usually her that had to do the listening. "I 
mean, the fact is, that to an old person we, I mean younger people, 
probably look the same." 

"And wear the same clothes" she chuckled. "Fashion doesn't change 
that much, dear." 

"Well no. Another thing that was weird, well unusual, was that when I 
drew from a picture, you know a photograph, that the old person gave me, 
it wasn't the same as when I drew them - I mean from a life drawing." The 
old lady looked puzzled. "In real life. In front of me." 

"Ah. A sitter." 

"Yes." Kate was surprised again, that she knew the technical term. 
"That's right. But that's the same with most people I suppose, whether 
they're young or old. There's more life to draw if they're in front of you. 
Actually that's what I've been doing today. Or rather, setting up for next 
week. The school are organising a Life Drawing class." 

"Ah, my dear. Whatever next? In a school? I presume these people 
will be without clothes?" 

"Well yes. Well, sometimes. It's a bit of an experiment. And a few 
letters got sent to the Press I think." She was waiting for the judgement. 

"Well, I suppose it's fine if it's supervised. You know, I once did a little 
modelling myself. In my younger days of course. I was considered quite a 
beauty, if I say so myself. It was in the late thirties you know, before the 
war." She mentioned this as if the event had somehow put a stop to the 
modelling. 

"Really? Who was it for?" 

"Oh. An artist you've probably not heard of. He died some years ago." 

"Oh no. Tell me anyway." 

"His name was Cecil Collins. A lovely man." 

"The Cecil Collins who had a show at the Tate a couple of years ago? 
All the angels and everything?" It had been the first proper exhibition Kate 
had been to. She had been entranced by the beautiful figures of angels and 
what Collins called 'Fools', who were actually very wise beings. His 


wonderful use of bright primary colours and linear development. 

"Why yes, I believe so." She was amazed that Kate had seen the 
pictures. They even agreed on one of the paintings that Kathryn thought 
the old lady might have been a sitter for. 

"Oh I never knew which paintings I was put into. He used to make 
the drawings you see, and then do the paintings afterwards. And the poor 
boy had so little money. I did it for the love of it, really. And then the war 
came and that was that." 

Kathryn was beside herself. She didn't know what to say. She was 
nearing the end of her journey: it had never gone so quickly. 

"It's an amazing coincidence. But you didn't want to sit for other 
artists?" 

"Oh, I did for a little while, dear. But it wasn't the same after Mr 
Collins. He was such a nice man. And frankly I was a little tired sitting or 
standing all those long hours. And of course, one's so aware of how one 
looks, and after the war I wasn't so young any more. It's all vanity of 
course, but a woman always wants to look her best. Well, you know that, 
you're a young woman yourself. And so who are you going to paint next 
week?" 

"Well, there are two things." And she told the old lady about Rob the 
model and the English writers project. 

"William Blake now. He was that mad fellow who wrote poetry wasn't 
he?" 

"Well, so they say." She didn't want to upset the old lady's view by 
adopting the Clements posture of refusing to acknowledge the madness of 
Blake. Mind you, it was surprising that she knew anything about Blake. 

"Oh yes, I recall having to memorise "Tyger Tyger burning bright’ at 
school. Those were the days when you had to memorise poetry by the yard. 
I don't know if it did us any good of course. They don't do it in school these 
days, do they?" 

"No, not really. But I got interested in him, 'cause I'm doing English 
A-level. And we had to choose a writer each. So I chose him. But it's 
difficult, 'cause there are so few drawings of him that are reliable 
likenesses, evidently. And really, I don't just want to copy somebody else's 
drawing or painting. Even though it's the easiest option." 

"Quite, dear. Quite" agreed the old lady. 

"So I've been asking around for photographs of old men. Sounds 
weird, doesn't it?" 

"Not at all, my dear." She fumbled for her purse. Kathryn noticed for 
the first time that despite her advanced years, she still had a fine 
cheekbone structure and must indeed have been a beauty in her younger 
days. The old lady produced a creased black and white photograph of a 
man standing in a garden holding a small baby. 

"My daughter" she explained. "This was taken about 40 years ago 


mind you. It's not the picture of an old man." 

"Funnily enough, it would have been about the age of William Blake 
when he wrote the poems that I read of his. Well "Tyger Tyger' was among 
them." 

"Well, that's MY William. He was a handsome devil then, if I say so 
myself." She laughed. Her eyes, though pale, were shining. "Yes, he was 
very handsome." She seemed to once again be off on her own wavelength. 

"It's strange, but looks quite a lot like the pictures I've seen of Blake. 
That same look in his eye. Kind of. . ." 

"Mad?" She laughed. "That's what my father used to say. You are 
going to marry that mad bugger?!" her voice was low and growly as if to 
imitate an impatient old man. 

"No. I meant a sort of. . . faraway look. Do you know what I mean?" 

"Oh my dear, I do. That's exactly what I used to say. And he used to 
agree. Well now, it's my stop coming up soon. I must say it's been a 
pleasure to talk to you. Young people are seldom so polite and 
understanding of an old bird like me." 

"No, it's been a pleasure, really. But you must live near me. My stop 
is near here." They quickly swapped addresses. 

"Well, you must pop round. You can borrow a photo of him if it helps 
you with your work." So they agreed the following day for 'elevenses'. 

As Mrs Simpson made her way down the bus, Kate resisted the 
impulse to help her off, even though she wasn't making much progress and 
the driver had to wait, impatiently, for her to get to the door and step down 
very slowly to the ground. She was obviously an independent-minded 
woman and it must be degrading for her to have people fussing and 
helping. Kathryn had a sudden insight into what it was really like to be 
physically old. She had drawn dozens of portraits of older subjects, but it 
had never hit her in the stomach as much as her close observation of Mrs 
Simpson stepping down from the bus. Would she be as old as this one day? 
Her patience did not stretch to this extent: it was too awesome, too 
uncomfortable, too absolute. 

As she herself jumped off at the next stop, she thought again about 
the old woman's painful step. She even attempted to imitate it as she was 
walking along, just to see what it felt like. But she couldn't do it. Too 
difficult. She had to face it: it was too boring and slow. Was this what old 
people felt - that everything was boring and yet they had to do it? She 
shuddered again. 

At home, she took her sketch pad and tried to draw some old faces 
from memory. But it was too much. Hands were OK though. She recalled 
that she had been staring at Mrs Simpson's hand without realising; its 
shapeliness and transparent quality, so fragile yet almost like the 
proverbial artist's hands herself. They had been animated: used more than 
hands normally were to express what she was trying to say. So that now 


they were in one sense easy to draw - their shape and the life in them. But 
the movement was tricky. Kathryn became absorbed in this problem of 
movement and stillness combined. It was hours later when she realised 
that she was hungry. She fixed herself some tea and toast and started over 
again. Mrs William Simpson Blake. 


This evening she would devote to letters. Gustav was top of the pile, 
that mad Gustav who needed so much more attention than all of her other 
correspondents. His last letter was about four metres long and all about 
his misguided attempts to try and buy old Beatles' records. Of course, the 
old LPs, which had been produced in their millions, were now quite scarce 
since the recent revival of interest in their music. Monique thought it was 
all a bit of a 'hype', a recent word acquisition which she tried to use a lot. 
Her parents had not been very interested in music and her older brothers 
were still too young to have understood who the Beatles were. But since 
she had been living in England, she had been amazed by the ferocity of the 
English people's attachment to them, and in particular John Lennon. It was 
like a disease or an illness: a malaise. Quite a few of the students she 
taught knew of them and collected the CDs. Anyway, Gustav had sent a 
long list of tapes and LPs he was trying to collect and he was asking 
Monique to ask her contacts in the 'Great British United Kingdom' as he 
rather fancifully called it. Not only that, he had added several obscure 
names to the list: it didn't only concern the Beatles. Who were these Billy J 
Kramer and the Dakotas (weren't they American aircraft)? Or Gerry and 
the Pacemakers? She knew that the English word for a machine in surgery 
that helped the circulation of the heart's pumping was called a pacemaker, 
but she assumed it was a recent addition to the language, as was the 
French <stimulateur cardiaque>. Very strange. At least the 'Searchers' 
was a common word, though 'Herman and his Hermits' was a mystery. Was 
it just for the word-play sound or were they were really recluses? In any 
case, English people didn't realise how lucky they were: until very recently, 
all French groups had to sing in English to be able to sell any records 
overseas, like her own favourites Lizzie Mercier Descloux's group and also 
the Honeymoon Lovers, who had even adopted an English name. 

But all this idle fantasy was not getting the letter written. So she took 
her pen (she resisted typing the letters as she felt they were less personal 
that way) and began to write: 

Dear Gustav, 

It has been a while since I last wrote and I apologise. I also 
say sorry for this letter in English, since you know my Swedish is not good 
and the Danish that I have written, you misunderstand! But I am hoping 
that you like to read English as well as write it. My news is not as 
interesting as yours. Your collection of British groups is now seems to be 
vast. You must be very proud of it. I will ask my friends here in England, 


but because it is only three weeks until I leave this country, it is unlikely I 
will collect some for you. But don't worry, because if anyone I will still 
write to England has collected then I will put you in touch with them when 
I leave. 

At the moment I am thinking of many things. My return to France of 
course, and seeing my family and friends that I miss so much. My 
boyfriend Henri I don't know: I don't think he likes me so much. He thinks 
I have many English boyfriends (that is not true!) and is very jealous. 
Perhaps I will see what he feels when I return. But I am so anticipating my 
homeland. Does it feel the same thing for you when you live in the north of 
Sweden because you are used to the south since your childhood? Though 
you are very pragmatic as they say here; you can adjust to any lifestyle. I 
am an old romantic simply, about my land also. Of course, it is similar to 
the land here and there are certainly more links between the two areas 
than when I was a young girl. 

The pupils at the school continue to be very noisy and 'bratty' (that is 
a teacher word for them - not the rudest, but they won't tell me what that 
is!) They now seem to like me a little and I like some of them also. 
Sometimes I think your job as a computer programmer must be very 
relaxing, not dealing with children! But I know that every job has the 
problems and it must be frustrating to work with temperamental machines 
as much as temperamental children! 

Here at the school we are preparing for the Activities Week, which is 
like a week without a timetable, when everyone does different things than 
they do usually. There are many activities. Some of them are here and 
some of them are far away. My friend John Clements, who is an English 
teacher, is going to Cornwall - it is called 'Surfers' Paradise’ - though he is 
very new to the surfing and I think he will find it difficult. I hope he has a 
nice time. He is with many very nice pupils. He has become my friend 
really only since the last few weeks, although we have known each other 
since September. I expect he might become my boyfriend, even though he 
is a few years older than me. He is very sweet and kind and I think a little 
lonely because he does not have a girlfriend now. He has promised to send 
postcards! When I was reading your letter again, I remembered that you 
wrote about Camilla and so I think you will know what I mean when I say 
that it is hard when you are away from your lover. It effects the friendship 
a lot. I know that John realises that and that is why he is being kind. Not 
many men would think this (you would be an exception also!) 

A very brave group are travelling to Bulgaria, about ten of them 
including the headteacher and Derek Hubble. He is what the English call 
‘accident-prone’. They think they will find sandy beaches and kind 
politicians and beautiful women, but they can be surprised yet! 

The activity I am doing is at school - I am not brave - it is to help 
organise and exhibition of art by the pupils. Some of them have said to me 


that they will teach me to paint also, though I think this is hopeless! There 
will be some ‘life drawing' classes, where people are being rented to pose - 
some for nude studies - and some drawing of the English writers also. One 
of these pupils, who is called Kathryn Jones, is going to help me. She isa 
very talented artist who is the main student organising the exhibition. I am 
just helping to design where the pictures go and which ones to use. I am a 
judge, I suppose you would say. 

Well, I cannot write as long letters as you do. I would be sitting here 
all afternoon and evening and you know I have many people to write. But 
you are top of the pile! I have letters to my family also and I write to 
Maman every two or three days. She expects this from her daughter! So I 
must be dutiful. You know I am thinking about you and especially I hope 
that your relationship with Camilla continues to be happy and you do not 
split up, because you are very lucky! 

So I leave you with the French 

‘Bon baisirs'! 
Monique Beauny 

She held the pen. He was sweet. His were the letters that made her 
laugh the most. Would she ever meet him? She didn't know. But sometimes 
you didn't need to meet people to know them well. Gustav she counted 
among her best friends. Could she count on Henri? Could she count on 
John? The next letter will be for Maman. Only three weeks, Maman!! 


The sun was still strong although now low on the horizon. Clements 
looked up from his meal. He was sitting on his beach towel, trying not to 
get sand in his risotto. At least that's what they called it. It tasted like dog 
food and maggots, not that he had tried either of these delicacies in his 
life: it was just that the food looked like that. It didn't inspire your taste- 
buds to enjoy themselves. He really must become a vegetarian one day. He 
didn't eat red meat much now - that was a start. He did feel somewhat 
guilty at times about all that land being used to graze the roaming 
beefburger-to-be. 

Anyway, he had more exciting prospects to think about than the nine 
days' awful food rations. He had been in for a quick dip before dinner, after 
sorting out his stuff in the caravan he shared with Atlas. God, he must stop 
thinking about him with that name, otherwise he would be bound to call 
him that eventually - and it probably wouldn't be to Atlas's greater 
embarrassment either. He'd practise it three times a day, after meals: 
Charles Charles Charles. Charlie? Chuck? Perhaps not. 

The kids had shown a lot of manic, nay maniac, energy getting their 
stuff from the top of and out of the minibuses. He thought they had taken 
it a bit far, though afterwards he realised that Atlas/Charles had done the 
right thing - let them work off the accumulated and pent-up frustration of 
sitting in those damned hot buses most of the day. The frisbees and 


stickball sets were out in force, before the clothes. But it was mostly good- 
natured clowning. He had just tried to keep out of the way and get his stuff 
organised. But unfortunately of course, he was still a teacher and as such 
obliged to discipline and correct. He was beginning to realise however, 
that it was hard to draw the line in this sort of situation. The kids would 
hopefully get so knackered leaping about in the sun all day: naughtiness 
from boredom wouldn't be an issue. 

The more that he thought about it, the more pleased he was to be 
here. He could put all his problems, personal and jobwise, behind him for a 
week. He had briefly, and madly, considered bringing his marking files. He 
would presumably have enough 'spare' time to catch up on most of the 
huge pile. He had even heard of one English teacher - who should be 
nameless - that took external GCSE exam-board marking with him on a 
jaunt to Europe (his own summer holiday, it was rumoured). That was 
going beyond the pale. What if he had lost some, blowing out of his tent? 
Yes, he wasn't even indoors! It was all too unpalatable to think about. He 
knew that he needed a break from the daily round of marking and 
preparation. He also needed a rest from from his personal feelings about 
Monique. Love was supposed to be unproblematic in its early stages. What 
a load of rubbish. Give me lust every time, he thought laddishly. Though 
not really - it was more than that, but how could he convince Monique? 
Maybe he could send her a postcard tonight. He had noticed that there 
was a late-closing shop in the village; he should buy a supply of cards and 
stamps and give free rein to his passionate feelings! 

Most of the kids had quickly finished - or in the majority of cases, 
hadn't touched much of - the awful risotto. Besides, they'd been stuffing 
themselves stupid all day, throwing away a lot of their week's spending 
money on endless bars of chocolate, packets of crisps and cans of coke. He 
watched them benignly as they attempted various surfing manoeuvres in 
what even he, as a novice, could see was a non-surfing sea. However, the 
technical term, as he learned from Matt, was 'glassy' and supposedly OK. 
Oh well, he was the student here allright. 

No, he definitely couldn't eat this meal. Christ, if this was going to be 
the standard. The three vegetarian kids in the party, who had evidently 
filled in a form for At-, er Charles, about their dietary needs, seemed to be 
enjoying their meals. And from the quick look he got at their plates as they 
lined up in the small room which served as the canteen, their food looked 
pretty tasty. He would have to complain for sure. He noticed 
that. . .Charles and Pam had stayed in the room to eat theirs. They had 
been at the head of the queue and had scoffed theirs down by the time 
Clements had got to the hatch. No problems with the dog food there. 
Perhaps they had some urgent business to attend to: they certainly weren't 
evident by their presence supervising the kids. A teacher from the other 
school that was was staying at the Bay was helping the instructor sort out 


the good surfers from the ordinaries, in order to create groups for 
instruction tomorrow. Presumably Charles had informed this instructor 
who was who in their group. Or maybe he should check it out. No, stay 
well out of it. He was there to support, not initiate. Let Atlas tell them 
what to do. Charles, Charles. 

Yes, he would go and complain. His stomach felt rotten already and 
he'd only had a couple of small mouthfuls. He called over to the instructor 
and said he'd be back in five minutes. Nobody took much notice. As he 
walked to the hut, he saw Chris Wilkinson and a few others emerge from 
the sea and towel themselves off. Nice bunch of kids, that lot. 

It took him some time to find the back room of the hut, where the 
kitchen was located. There were one or two kids, he presumed locals, who 
were Clearing and wiping the tables. He asked them where the cooks were. 
They directed him through the kitchen to another, rest room. As he walked 
in the door, he stopped in his tracks. Sitting at a table, laughing and 
chatting, were possibly the three most incredible-looking girls he had ever 
seen. They reminded him of the old prints of Rhine maidens or nymphs of 
the forest: two blondes and one girl with light brown hair. They all looked 
up as he entered. They stopped talking and waited for him to speak. There 
seemed to be some confusion about whether he could speak at all. 

"Can I help you?" said one of them in a strange accent. Dutch? 
Danish? 

"Er. . .yes. Well you see, the thing is. . ." The asker of the question 
smiled. She was obviously well used to her effect on men. 

“You want me to take your plate? You can leave on the table. They 
will clear up." 

"Ah no, the thing is. . .I hate to say this but, well I couldn't eat it. . ." 

"The risotto?" said the other blonde. "I'm not surprised. The meat is, 
how do say it? A bit off?" 

"Um. Perhaps" said Clements. This was bizarre. There was a short 
silence. 

"Do you want something else? We will make you something else?" 
said the first girl. 

"Well no, I wouldn't dream of asking. . ." 

"It's OK. We have another half hour till we finish. Sit down please." 
Clements sat, dazed, at the table. The sheer beauty of the women was 
more than he could handle. No amount of turnips or the combined armies 
of all the Roman emperors, he was afraid, could quell or quench their 
effect. 

“Would you like to eat the vegetarian?" remarked the brunette, whose 
English didn't seem quite so coherent. "We have some of the vegetarian to 
leave over. You eat?" 

"Well, that's very kind of you. I don't want to cause a fuss." 

"There is no problem. We know the meat dish was bad. You see, two 


of us are vegetarians anyway. We are more happy to create the different 
dishes of the vegetarian. But we have to stay to the menu that is given." 

"Oh" was all he could muster. The dish set before him now looked 
really appetising: avocado with mayonnaise, one of his favourite starters; a 
sort of peanut salad, with grated cheese, raw mushrooms and iceberg 
lettuce; and a much better looking plain rice dish, probably brown rice, 
which he thought had more body to it than the usual white stuff. It even 
made his hard-on dissipate. 

"I presume you are students" he said, for something to say. 

"Yes, we are students at the catering school of Plymouth College" 
said the second blonde. "You have heard of it?" 

"Well yes, though I have never been there. My school is in 
Buckinghamshire. Foster's Green. I'm with the school group" he finished, 
rather lamely. 

"Oh, you are a teacher." There was some giggling. 

"Ah, do I look like a teacher? But where are you from originally, if you 
don't mind me asking? I'm trying to place the accent, but I'm not very good 
at recognising them." 

"We two are from Oslo, in Norway" said blonde Number One, 
indicating Number Two. "Katie is from Belgium", and introduced the 
brown-haired girl. They were so devastating, Clements spent some more 
time staring at them. 

"You are not hungry?" 

"No, I mean yes. It's just that I wasn't expecting. . .well, it doesn't 
matter. Umm, this salad is delicious." 

"It's nice you like it. It is one of my favourite salads to make." There 
ensued a brief conversation about the various kinds she preferred. 

“You know, I've often thought about becoming a vegetarian" he said. 
"But I'm very lazy. I know I should be more conscious of what I eat, 
particularly since I live alone at the moment, but it's so tempting just to 
eat beans on toast or something else out of a can or the freezer tub. It's a 
feeble excuse I know." 

"Feeble? What is this?" asked Katie. 

"Weak" replied Blonde Two. "Do you know anyone who is 
vegetarian?" 

"Oh yes, I've met plenty of people. In fact, my last girlfriend, Felicity 
was, well most of the time. And I used to be pretty much totally vegetarian 
when I knew her." Clements realised that he was revealing a few peronal 
details. "So how long have you been here?" He tried to change the subject. 

"Three days?" asked Katie of the other two. "Yes, it's three days. It 
feels like longer." 

"It's boring, she means. There is nothing to do and we have made 
only one or two friends. And the instructors are. . ." Clements guessed 
what she was going to Say. 


"Too friendly?" 

"Yes, you are right. They think we are their girlfriends already." 
Clements set aside about ten gallant English gentleman sayings that 
flooded into his head at that moment. 

"Well. . .this meal is really something" he said. "Can I eat here every 
evening?" he joked. "It's OK, I'm not serious. You have to sign up for a 
particular menu, I know. I should have put down for a vegetarian." The 
first blonde looked at the other two. 

"No, it's OK. You can eat here if you want. Perhaps with the three 
vegetarian students? They were laughed at a little by the other students, 
so maybe they would like to eat separately also?" 

"T'll ask them" said Clements. "This is very kind of you. I appreciate 
it" He had nearly finished his meal. "Wow, that was tremendous." 

“You would like the dessert? This time you have the same as the 
others!" 

"No problem. What is it?" 

"The Peach Melba. You like this?" 

"Yes please." He sat quietly and ate the dessert while the three 
Naiads cleared away in the kitchen area. This was heaven, he thought. 
This is going to make the stay worthwhile, a bit of decent company. After 
he had finished the exquisite Melba, he took his dishes to the sink. 

“Thanks very much. That was excellent. Are you sure this is allright? 
About us eating in the back room?" 

"Of course. You are welcome. We will enjoy creating the meals for 
you. It is less boring than the stodgy English meat dishes." 

"By the way, my name's John. John Clements." 

"Hello, John. My name is Nina and my friend is Inga. My other friend, 
you know is Katie." Clements didn't know whether to shake hands or what. 
So he stood in the doorway and prepared to leave. 

"By the way, your English is very good. All of you. Do you learn it at 
an early age?" 

"From the beginning of school." 

"Do you learn any other languages?" 

"Oh yes, in Norway we learn two, sometimes three. Always English. 
And then there is New and Old Norwegian." Clements looked blank. "Oh it 
is very complicated." 

"Well, perhaps you could explain it another time. Well, goodbye for 
now. See you tomorrow." 

"See you later." Inga and Katie looked up and smiled. 

Clements could be forgiven for having a slight spring in his stride as 
he walked to the caravan site adjoining the beach. A lot of the kids were 
making their way back to the site at the same time. There already seemed 
to be some fraternisation between the two schools. This was going to be an 
interesting week all round. He just managed to remember his errand to 


the shop. Perhaps the Norwegian haze would need to be kept strictly for 
the consumption of food. 

As he made his way into the shop, he stopped and thought of 
Monique. Which cards would she like? He spent a long time in front of the 
rack trying to empathise with the designs. He chose the least naff he could 
find and also bought a film for his camera. You never knew when it might 
come in useful. 


15: Friday evening 


Popkid had seen Clements walking back to the kitchen area. What 
was he up to? 

Oh well, no point in worrying about teachers. Always up to something 
weird. He'd had a good swim, shame about the surf. Very glassy, Matt. 
Maybe it would be better tomorrow. It was said by those in the know - that 
is, the ones who went last year - that you got so knackered at the end of 
the day, you justed wanted to crash and not socialise. But tonight he felt 
pretty alive. Probably because he'd been sitting on the bus all day, doing 
nothing. 

So the first thing he had to do, after towelling off, was to get his stuff 
properly sorted. The caravan he was sharing with Matt, Stuart and Malc 
was already a tip. Matt was OK but Stuart and his mate Malc were the 
most untidy guys around. Sound geezers but definitely dragged through a 
hedge backwards. He couldn't help noticing that though they looked neat, 
everything around them collapsed into a bad mess. 

After setting alarms for the morning (it was a 7.30 call) they thought 
they would check out the village. There were no restrictions on where you 
went as long as you returned at a reasonable hour and didn't indulge in 
the alcoholics. Mmm. Point one taken, not sure about point two. The whole 
reason for the evenings was to experience some of the delights of Cornish 
beer and block, although the latter was stashed somewhere about Pete 
Sharpe's person or minimal bag and not immediately obtainable. Mr 
Townsend had given them all a sharp lecture after they'd thrown their 
frisbees and stuff around for a while, in which he had hurled the usual load 
of teacher discipline bollocks, but he did emphasise the necessary lack of 
stupid drunken behaviour. He waffled on a lot about how lucky they were 


to have the booking at this peak time of year, and that it was on the strict 
condition that no alcohol would be on the premises. He appealed to their 
better nature by barking the commands at them: don't get drunk; no other 
substances; and the only sex to be had around the place was between the 
jellyfish out to sea somewhere. Well, he thought his own jokes were funny. 
But what was HE up to with Miss Westbrook? It was the mildly interesting 
quest of a few of the fellows to find out. Though they didn't want to waste 
too much surfing time, it wasn't that interesting. He'd heard tales of 
teachers who had been desperately in lust, booking Activities Week stuff in 
foreign parts 'cause they wanted some lurve-action (in one hilariously 
ironic case, under the guise of a 'Philosophy' trip to Greece, ha) but to tell 
the truth, he could care less really. In his opinion, most teachers were 
fundamentally old and sad. There were a few noble exceptions of course. 

He and Matt walked up to the village. Not much to enthuse about. 
The view from the top of the cliff wasn't spectacular: just miles of ocean. It 
was a lot of effort to get up there too. There were a few touristy shops, a 
fish-and-chip parlour sort of restaurant, a chemist, one old looking pub, a 
post office and a small grocer kind of supermarket. No arcade, which was 
probably just as well as most of his money would have been frittered away 
there, rather than for his real purpose, which was to buy up some of the 
good surf gear at the shop attached to the instruction centre. Some joke. 
He could just about afford one item of clothing at the extortionate prices. 
Yet it was the same everywhere. Wildly inflated prices 'cause the kids 
lusted after the stuff and would pay almost any amount to get that logo. 
Quiksilver, Ripcurl, Oxbow and Gul: the centre shop had them all, as he 
expected. 

They decided to visit the pub, just for a look. As they stepped inside 
the 'Lambskin' - stupid name for a pub - they were greeted by a profound 
silence. There were one or two old boys standing around looking surly, that 
was about it. Popkid took the plunge and ordered two halves of cider. The 
landlord looked at him askance and asked if he was from the surfing 
centre. He lied and said they were staying with his brother at the big 
caravan site that he had seen as they drove into the village. The landlord 
poured out the cider in a scowling sort of way. When he was out of earshot 
Matt whispered to Popkid that they should drink up and split. OK it was 
only 7.30 but he couldn't imagine it hotting up tremendously. They 
obviously had a link with the surf centre and word would only get back. So 
they drank up and left. 

As they were strolling past the post office general-store place, they 
bumped into Mr Clements coming out. He looked very thoughtful. 

"Hiya Mr C" said the polite Popkid. "Sending some postcards?" 

"One or two people I promised" said the cagey Clements. "What 
brings you out here into the boonies?" 

"The what, Sir?" 


"Never mind. Out for a stroll?" 

"Well, to be honest we're looking for a bit of nightlife. But I think 
we'll have to make our own" said Matt. 

"Very wise." 

"By the way Sir, what did you think of the meal? Your candid opinion 
please." 

"My candid opinion is that it was crap, lads." 

"Spooky" said Matt. "That's just what we thought too. What a 
coincidence." 

"I'm afraid it has led me to renounce meat and become a vegetarian, 
along with Madeleine and her chums. I've been suddenly converted." 

"Blimey. Sir, you'll regret it. Think of all that protein you'll miss. And 
that vitamin whatitsname." 

"Not necessarily correct, Matthew. I've been thinking about it a lot 
recently. It's a sound option, if you're organised about it" ventured Popkid. 
"In fact Mr Clements and I were talking about it only the other day." 

"Quite right" said Clements. It had been after a particularly 
unwholesome school dinner item that both Clements and Popkid had 
eaten. They were both taken bad during an afternoon A-level lesson and 
had blamed the beef whatever-it-was. "I can see the advantages. Why don't 
you apply to the kitchen staff? Delightful girls. I ate with them today as a 
matter of fact." 

"Oh, what do I have to do?" 

"Just go and ask, I suppose." Let him find out for himself, chuckled 
Clements to himself. "They start work at 3 pm, I believe." 

"What? Is the rest self service - breakfast and lunch?" Matt wanted to 
know. 

"Course it is, deadbrain. Didn't you hear Mr Townsend, young Matt? 
He's a little trouble maker, Mr C. We serve ourselves breakfast. They leave 
most of it out and a local woman makes the toast in the morning. And 
lunch stuff, y'know sandwiches, are supposed to be made on a rota. We're 
on Monday and Thursday, I think." 

"That's right" agreed Clements. "And now I must go and write my 
postcards. Don't do anything naughty." 


Two hours later, in Pete's caravan, they were serving some serious 
time on a particularly severe session. They all agreed they wouldn't be 
able to sustain this pace throughout the whole week, but why not christen 
the trip with a steady supply of laughs for a couple of hours? Pete sat in 
state, rolling the joints and making sure that everything was smooth. 
Matt's little portable cassette was emanating the suitable sounds. It was a 
very relaxing time in forgetfulness and giggling. At 11 o'clock they 
tumbled out of the caravan and headed for their own. Snorting and 
snuffling while trying not to laugh, they took about three days to get there. 


What an exploration and adventure! They met lots of interesting creatures 
along the way and Stuart obligingly threw up over a hedge. He couldn't 
take his dope, poor bloke. Stuart maintained it was something to do with 
the disgusting food he'd tried to eat at dinnertime however. Whatever it 
was, he was in fighting form again by the time they eventually reached 
their caravan. There was also a big problem of caravan identification: they 
all looked the same at night. After listening at one or two, they finally 
found their own, fell in the door and tumbled into bed. 

As he lay there with the ceiling gently oscillating, Popkid tried to 
think over his eventful day. They'd come a long way, but after a while he 
really wished the ceiling wasn't in so many tastes of colour and that he 
could just nod off. Unfortunately he was telepathically picking up on the 
thoughts of Stuart and Malc as they lay dreaming and snoring. These 
dreams were not pleasant and consisted of a succession of football 
matches refereed by themselves, then becoming nuclear wars at half time. 
Why can't people keep their nasty nightmares to themselves? After a few 
more dreamlike days however, he had the idea to ask Mr Sandman to make 
his, and everyone else's, dreams very happy and Mr Sandman came into 
the caravan, knocked over some clothes, made a few other things untidy 
and as a penance counted, on behalf of Popkid, a few thousand sheep, 
cattle and toads that had wandered through the caravan in the last couple 
of weeks and when he had wound the time back to when it had started 
before the telepathy, he told Popkid to nighty-night and he was safe in the 
arms of Mother Slumber. That Mr Sandman was a naughty man. He had a 
lot to answer for. 


16: Saturday morning 


At last there was a bit of offshore wind. The kids had sensed it and 
had leapt off their towels or out of their frisbee and stickball muckabouts 
and dived into the sea with their boards. The instructors had appeared and 
were putting the ‘junior' surfers through their paces. They had decided not 
to press the more obvious stars of the surf into a group but chatted to 
them as and when they emerged from the sea. Ian Talbot had been 
‘volunteered' for the beginners' group by Atlas, and frankly he needed to 
be there. Clements wasn't even sure the boy could swim properly. He 
seemed to spend the whole time rubbing his eyes and looking totally out of 
place and gloomy. The other kids, of course, took this as a sign to up-end 


him in the water as often as they could. 

The sun was beating down again mercilessly. This summer was 
beyond a joke. 85 continuous days of almost total sunshine with a couple of 
breaks for rain - total around eight hours. The meteorological scientists 
were becoming quite biblical in their dire warnings: it seemed that earlier 
equivocations about the Gulf Stream cooling down with the impact of 
Odden Sound off Jan Mayen Island may well be true for the cold of future 
winters, but as far as summer was concerned, it was obvious that the 
climate was getting hotter and hotter. As he sat on his beach towel, 
Clements about how many of the kids gaily running around in front of him 
would be victims of skin cancer. Not only that, he wondered about himself. 
He admitted that he was a sunshine freak: he had always taken advantage 
of the sun in his spare hours. He tanned quite easily and at one time he 
thought, along with most people, that it was all part of being attractive as 
you could be to the opposite sex. But as he grew older, he grew wiser in 
this respect. What was so great about becoming leathery and crinkly in 
your mid-to-late thirties, as he had observed amongst older friends and 
colleagues who worshipped the sun? And as he began to read more and 
more articles in the Sunday newspapers about a fried future, his thoughts 
had turned increasingly to being concerned with the environment. He was 
a serious soul at heart, despite nearly everybody's opinion of him as a 
light-hearted kind of fellow, and he felt this side of himself emerge more as 
he aged. Hence the abandonment of the car recently. He had even become 
a national member of Friends of the Earth and had been considering 
Greenpeace also. There was so much to think about and do, if only he had 
the time and frankly, the inclination. The curse of the hard-working middle- 
classes: no time to take action. He wasn't about to become an eco-warrior 
though: he needed the money from working for - actually what, exactly? 
That way madness lies. 

He was particularly chuffed that he'd been thinking this vegetarian 
thing over, even though the trigger had been the further prospect of 
associating with the lovely Norwegians. But he had decided to leave the 
possible acquisition of their charms to the likes of Popkid and his chums. It 
was all a bit too much for him, beyond the politeness and banter of talking 
to people from interesting other cultures. Anyway that was what he was 
telling himself now, in the cold light of day. Probaly the first time he saw 
them again, little Percy would be pointing. Jesus, he was feeling horny. It 
must be the sunshine. Or the fact that he hadn't had sex for months. He 
had even resisted the dubious pleasure of the five-finger shuffling for as 
long as he could remember. Keep up those energy levels! 

The more he thought about this vegetarian thing the more he liked 
the ideas, Norwegians or not. As he lay on the sand, his thoughts drifting 
fairly aimlessly, he kept on remembering incidents from the past which had 
led him to consider the possibility. He recalled a market stall in Swansea, 


where he lived as a teenager and young man and a strange chap witha 
beard and plenty of layers of clothing (well, it must have been brass 
monkeys for him outside in the winter months) who sold wholefoods out of 
large plastic tubs. There was loads of stuff that the adolescent Clements 
couldn't identify, but he used to pester his mother to buy the ‘Exotic’ 
labelled muesli, which was delicious - as opposed to the cheaper, boring 
‘Regular’ also sold by the stall - with dried apricots, dates and cashew nuts 
in it. And it still was really cheap, much cheaper than from the health 
shop, where little packets of wholefoods cost as much as a big pound 
weight of his other favourites like almonds, hazelnuts, those big raisins 
with stones in and especially, yummy figs. Mind you, it might also have 
something to do with the succession of glamorous assistants this chap 
used to work with. The young John Clements had lived in fantasy land as 
he watched the chap move in and around the women as he worked in the 
narrow Stall. For a while he even imagined he was that man, though 
somehow he was always embarrassed to start talking to either him or the 
temptresses. They were all a hippyish bunch, though in a way that added 
to their charms. Those crushed velvet skirts and fluffy jumpers; one even 
had an original afghan coat from way back, he presumed. Of course, when 
he progressed to University, all thoughts of healthy eating went out the 
window and he lived on the traditional British student diet of Heineken 
lager, baked beans, toast and the occasional sausage. He had felt pious 
about his spending though: a lot of his meagre grant had gone on building 
an enormous collection of second-hand books, most of which he still had 
today; and quite a few LPs and tapes of readings, essential to any EngLit 
student blessed with half a brain cell. His devotion to crap food had 
continued to this very day, he was ahamed to think. Well, definitely time to 
move on. He wondered what things Monique liked to eat. He was sure he'd 
had a conversation with her on this very subject, but he was buggered if 
he could remember it. He fancied that she might be heavily into < haute 
cuisine>. Well, it would something to find out next time he saw her, eight 
days from now if he was lucky. 

"I REALLY wish you were here" was what his postcard said. He was 
pretty sure she'd understand the subtle change to the stereotypical 
English postcard greeting. Did the French have an equivalent phrase? 
Christ, he was amassing a list of things to ask her. He realised, with a 
sharp pang, that he was really missing her, in quite an unusually romantic 
way for him. To cast all thoughts of chatting the Norwegian contingent up, 
too: how noble he was! He had gone on to describe the Bay in as romantic 
words as possible without overdoing it and promised to send her a card 
each day with a different message. A sort of continuous Valentine's 
postcard? Nah, too naff. What about reports on his progress as a surfer? It 
would be funnier at least. His session in with the beginners today was a 
joke for everybody. Not that he minded. He had deliberately put himself in 


this group, both for his own satisfaction at picking things up in the correct 
way from the start, and also to give the kids a laugh. He considered it part 
of his job description for the week: 'Resident Teacher Clown'. They weren't 
going to get that from Atlas/Charles. Although he hadn't seen him in action 
on the board, he had a party of merry joggers - mostly shanghai'd when 
lounging around before breakfast was ready to be served - up and around 
the village. They returned a jaded out-of-breath straggle five full minutes 
after the bronzed and athletic Atlas cruised in. What a cocky bastard he 
was! Pam had looked on in admiration and, frankly, lust in her young eyes 
as far as Clements could judge. He himself had looked on with equinamity. 
He was not the jogging type: he preferred to get out there on the mountain 
bike if he wanted to stretch the old muscles. In fact, he was thinking of 
hiring some and taking the guys out for a spin on another day. But when he 
had mentioned it to a few of the kids, most of them poo-poohed the idea. 
They were obviously looking forward to a continuous diet of surf, surf and 
yet more surf. He had been reliably informed by Popkid and Matt that this 
state of affairs would continue all week, but had gallantly promised to try 
out the bikes with him as long as the weather wasn't too broiling. It was 
true though: in this heat the sea was the only place to be. 

One of Clements's duties, it turned out - though he had been told this 
by Pam, not Atlas - was to supervise the putting on of sun-block and sun- 
lotion. A fairly full-time job, he reckoned. As each kid came out of the sea 
they were meant to report to him for a check up on their skin condition. 
The last thing Atlas would want was a scorched beetroot to hand back to 
Mummy and Daddy at the end of the trip. So around him lay an assortment 
of different creams and lotions which had been supplied by the anxious 
parents for the week ahead, with labels of the kids' names, some of which 
had already fallen or slipped off, of course. His first job of the day had 
been to make a chart of who took what. He must get a little box or 
container to put all these tubes in. 

Clements had also considered at some length about whether or not 
Atlas and Pam were having it off. He had concluded that they probably 
weren't and that all the looks passing between them were the products of 
Pam's unrequited lust and were merely massaging Atlas's already 
considerable ego. There was no hanky-panky last night as far as he could 
guess, unless Atlas had been extremely quiet sneaking in and out of the 
caravan. The door had a squeaky hinge on it and every time either of them 
opened it, it let out a rasp. Life in the caravan was turning out to be quite 
orderly, with Atlas not appearing till late in the evening after helping Pam 
to supervise the kids after dinner and leaving quite early this morning for 
the jog squad. He had heard a lot of noise at about eleven with quite a bit 
of suppressed tittering, but he presumed this was some mild partying, 
which he for one was not going to break up. The thought did cross his 
mind that. . .well, best not to think about it actually. Thank God he wasn't 


the group leader. 

As he watched the beginners’ group re-uniting for their second 
session of the morning, he got up and stretched the legs in preparation for 
another round of big jokes about that crazy English teacher. Try as he 
might, he would never get the hang of taking the drop or bashing the lip. 
You can't teach an old dog new tricks. Or not easily. Or something like 
that. 


Kathryn knocked at the door of 15 Wheeler Close. It was a neat and 
trim little bungalow on the outskirts of Foster's Jump, a few minutes from 
where she lived in the heart of the village. While she waited, she ran 
through in her mind what she would do. No swearing, remember that, 
even in enthusiasm. Definitely get some photos but don't hang about. As 
soon as the tea's drunk, off you go. She'd been lulled into false securities 
by old ladies previously: her own elderly relatives. A quite innocent start to 
the conversation and before you know it, they're off on a 45 minute 
monologue about what it was like in the war, or how their husband had 
been the star of the merchant navy, or how Auntie Sheila was doing in 
Australia, or to be dreaded above all, the assorted ailments of all their 
crony old friends. And also it was exclusively female chat. None of the 
husbands or uncles were around: they'd all died at a mysteriously younger 
age in the far past. Why did women live so much longer than men? 
Probably 'cause when the men had been around they'd worked their 
bollocks off bringing home the bacon. 

She'd brought Mrs A's edition of Blake to the house, she didn't know 
why. A sort of security blanket, something to hold that wasn't a cigarette. 
At times like this though, ahe was glad she wasn't a big smoker. Imagine a 
polite hour or two without a smoke if you were addicted! Mrs Simpson was 
taking ages: what was she up to? 

At last the old lady came to the door. She wasn't so agile on her pins. 
At once Kate remembered her attempt to imitate the walk and how boring 
and difficult it was. The door was opened and she was ushered in. 

"I'm sorry I took so long. I was in the conservatory watering the 
plants. It takes such a long time to get from one end of the house to the 
other. Not that this is a proper house of course." She described how she 
had to sell up her large three bedroomed house ten miles away, after 
William had died. "Really I didn't need the room. And the stairs were 
becoming difficult for me. But I was so attached to that house. So many 
memories and all my things were. . .in the right place, if you know what I 
mean." Kathryn didn't, though she nodded politely anyway. "The only 
people on the estate are old ladies" added Mrs Simpson. "Old fogies I 
should call them. Not much company for an eccentric like me." 

She led Kathryn through to the living room which, surprisingly, 
turned out to be a storehouse of old paintings, bits of sculpture, ornaments 


made out of various strange materials such as sea-shells, driftwood and 
bits of tree bark. It was amazing. Kate's breath stopped for a second. This 
wasn't what she had expected. 

"Of course a lot of these things I hooked out of the shed and garage 
to show you. Since I don't own a car, in fact I don't drive, the garage is full 
of old junk like this. I don't know why I didn't throw it all away. But I'm 
quite fond of some of it, I must say. And a lot of it has sentimental value, as 
you might guess." Kate was genuinely speechless. She had never seen so 
much brilliant art collected together in one 12 x 12 feet space. 

"It's brilliant", was all she could muster. 

"Well, I'm glad you think so, dear" smiled Mrs Simpson. "To me it's 
just memories." 

"But who made all these collages and artifacts? They're great." 

"Well, I did some of them, I suppose. Though quite a few of those 
were made with Bill. Collaborations I suppose you could call them. And 
some others were gifts from fellow artists. There's even a painting or two 
by Cecil Collins, the chap I was telling you about." 

"But you didn't say you were an artist!" 

"I'm out of the habit of telling people. Who's interested in an old 
lady's obsessions?" But Kathryn was. She prowled around the room, 
picking up pieces in turn and raining admiration down on the rather 
overwhelmed Mrs Simpson. She wanted to know who made what and 
where, until the old lady's head swam with the effort of remembrance. 
Some of the names - from the Bloomsbury set and the St Ives school - 
were known to her vaguely, but most were new. And it was hardly 
surprising: most of these people had never become famous artists, 
sculptors or artisans. They had faded back into the relative obscurity from 
which they had emerged, having made little impact on the commercial art 
circus. One name she did know was Eric Gill, from whose work Mrs 
Simpson had gathered some pieces, mostly trials and essays for lettering 
work on monuments, stamp designs and the like. 

“You know, don't you, that a lot of this stuff must be very valuable? I 
mean, even I know it would be worth thousands on the open market or at 
auction." 

"Oh yes dear, but I'm afraid I've never got around to insuring it 
properly. No-one really knows about it anyway." 

"My Dad would have a fit if he saw all this. Not that he's in the least 
bit artistic, but he'd throw a flid if he knew how much it was worth." 

"Throw a what, dear?" 

"Oh. . .he'd be very upset. You know, his mind is shot through with 
paranoia about burglars and other evil men trying to steal others' property. 
Our house is like a fortress most of the time. Bolts and locks everywhere. 
Though I would like to show my Mum. She was at art college and still 
draws a bit from time to time." 


"Of course, my dear. But I'm forgetting my duty as a hostess. Would 
you like a cup of tea and some cake perhaps?" 

While she was out of the room Kathryn wandered around, trying to 
take it all in. So much that was worth looking at and admiring. Each piece 
she saw gave an idea for a piece she could do. She just wanted to sit and 
stare until she absorbed it all. She didn't even notice Mrs Simpson come in 
with the tray and clear a space at the dining table. 

The cakes were home made and deliciously still warm. The old lady 
must have made them especially for her. 

"No, not really my dear. You see, it's one of the few artistic skills left 
to me - to make a decent cake or two. I'm not much use for anything else 
any more." They sat and chatted over the tea and Kathryn was careful not 
to fire too many questions at Mrs Simpson. She looked very fragile. 
Eventually, almost against her better judgement it seemed, she told Kate 
that she suffered from angina attacks, and then had to describe the 
symptoms to her since Kate wasn't aware of what it was. Suddenly she felt 
a real empathy for the old lady. Probably didn't have that long to live. And 
she looked exhausted with life, despite her sprightly independence and 
obviously open mind. There was no way Kathryn could imagine what the 
old lady must be feeling inside that frail body. 

They'd been sitting there for ages when Kathryn realised that she'd 
be expected home for lunch. She had told her Mum she'd only be half an 
hour and after her poor showing last Wednesday she was making an effort 
to be reliable - well, a bit. She was just telling Mrs Simpson about this, 
when they both remembered the purpose of her visit. They had become so 
engrossed talking about this and that. The old lady looked out a few photos 
she had prepared, of William, concentrating on the later ones. He certainly 
was a handsome man, even in middle and old age. A tall figure with jet- 
black hair, with a touch a silver later on. Kate could tell the dates of the 
photos by the fashions, although the earlier ones were more tricky because 
of the Simpsons' predilection for what could only be called Bohemian 
clothes. 

"Yes, similar outfits suddenly became fashionable in the sixties of 
course, although by that time we were far too old to become hippie types. 
Too old to care one way or the other. However, the principle of free love 
and happiness or whatever it was called then, we were all in favour of. I'm 
afraid to my jaundiced old eyes, all that seems to have faded away. It's 
almost as if we're living in a time of war, without the fighting." 

"Yeah, like not being able to fully express yourself, unless you're on 
cheap cable TV of course." 

"I won't pretend to know what that is" laughed the old lady. 

"Anyway, I must go" said Kathryn. "Don't want to get into more 
trouble with the folks at home. It's been great to see all your stuff. Would 
you like me to help you put it all back in the garage?" 


"If you have time dear, I would appreciate it. It took me a while to 
fetch it all out". So Kate spent the next quarter of an hour shifting a lot of 
the bigger pieces, that wouldn't normally be in the living-room, back 
where they had lain for God knows how long. She was surprised to see an 
ever bigger load of stuff in the garage along with the expected old 
wardrobes and chests-of-drawers that couldn't fit into the small bungalow. 

"One day I'm really going to have to sort it out" said Mrs Simpson. 
She handed over the photographs to Kate, who promised her she would 
have them back straight after activities week. 

"Please. They're my only copies. I lost the negatives years ago, you 
know." 

As Kathryn was walking the short distance back home, she had the 
outrageous thought that Mrs Simpson had enough stuff to mount an 
exhibition herself. Fuckin' hell, she swore in relief, she really did have that 
large a collection. But it was too absurd a thought to hang on to. 

When she got home she remembered the other tricky stuff she had to 
do. Ring Rob. Well, if this situation could be handled as easily as Mrs 
Simpson, no problem. Except she hadn't really 'handled' the old lady; 
everything had been made easy by Mrs Simpson herself. Like not being a 
typical old bid and being such an interesting character too. Well, no time 
like the present and all that. 

She had been half expecting a call from him. Trouble was, she didn't 
really know what had happened. She hadn't liked to ask the wrinklies and 
they weren't very forthcoming anyway, She'd had nothing but grunts from 
Fishface Dad since Wednesday, which was his way of saying he wasn't well 
pleased. But she just had to keep out of his way for another couple of his 
moody days and he would have forgotten all about it. Mum, as ever, was 
another ball game. She had made a few cryptic remarks to Kate and had 
been called her 'Kathryn' constantly, which wasn't usually a good sign. 
Then again, the only time she mentioned the evening in question, she had 
a glint in her eye all the same. Tony, the Obnoxious One, had been a non- 
stop barrage of abuse. Nothing new in that, though the nastiness seemed 
to have been intensified beyond the normal. He had been lurking behind 
every door and sofa, so she thought, just waiting to pounce and tell her all 
the places she had puked up and how ape the wrinklies had been. Only 
through the intervention of himself, the kind brother, had they seen sense 
and not taken away the privileges. Kathryn less than half believed him, 
though his (not so) veiled comments about the possibility of those initial 
driving lessons being cancelled did make her blood curdle just a little. Her 
freedom taken away by a simple mistake made on one evening out! No, 
she couldn't believe it. She daren't confront the old man in case it was 
true. He had always maintained that the shelling out of the enormous - his 
word - sums of money that these sharks charged for the privilege of sitting 
on their backsides all day steering a bunch of adolescent girls around 


Foster's Green - again, all his words - was definitely beyond his budget, 
but through the kindness of his bleeding poxy heart (here, Kathryn 
supplied a few of her own adjectives) he would cough up the cash. But she 
felt that any incident when she showed herself to be immature could count 
against her and unsettle the delicate apple cart of her driving career 
(unfortunate metaphor there, Kate). Anyway, she owed it to Rob to thank 
him for bailing her out. The one thing she had found out about 
Weednesday was that he had brought her home. The man was 25, he must 
be. In other words, he'd had ten years of drinking experience behind him, 
if he was like any normal male - so he'd be used to all this. Though on the 
other hand, would he have been annoyed at seeing a sixteen (nearly 
seventeen) year old abuse herself in such a schoolgirly type of stupidity? 
Well, she guessed there was only one way to find out. The simple fact that 
she had his phone number was encouraging. People only swap phone 
numbers at their first proper meeting if, for one thing, they like or fancy 
each other, or they trust each other. They weren't necessarily the same 
thing of course. 

Kathryn's mind was a whirlwind as she looked at the phone. Was this 
what people meant when they talked about teenage angst? She usually felt 
pretty sure about what she was doing, at least with her own age group, or 
lower. Why was she feeling so nervous? She checked once again to see if 
anyone was around. Dad was working at the office this morning: in any 
case, his car wasn't in the drive. Mum was visiting her friend in Foster's 
Green and had been given a lift in. Tony she wasn't sure about. He'd 
probably gone off to the pool with his acne-challenged mates, in which 
case he definitely wouldn't be back until lunchtime, if that. Sometimes they 
hung about pointlessly in the town till late afternoon, not buying anything. 
She assumed they were ogling women or consumer goods, both of which 
were unattainable to their unformed brains and unformed bank accounts 
respectively. But who knows with dorkheads like her brother's pals? 

Get phoning, Kathryn. Just pick it up and dial the fuckin’ number. 
Perhaps he's not in. Didn't he say he had a part-time job on Saturday 
mornings? No he didn't, that's just an excuse, get phoning. She waited for 
the phone to be answered. Give it, say, ten rings. How about fifteen. . .? 

"Hello, 524597, Rob Gallagher here." 

"Ah, Rob!" Silence. 

"Er, who is this?" What's he doing? Could she hear a woman in the 
background? Shut up, Kate. 

"Oh, it's me. I mean Kathryn. You know, Kathryn Jones. Unh." 

"Kate! I was going to ring you! How are you? Recovered?" She was 
taken aback by his keenness. "I'm sorry I didn't ring. "Well, I was a bit 
busy and..." 

"It's OK." Maybe this was going to be easier than she thought. "Look, 
I'm the one who should be sorry. I understand from my loathsome brother 


that I redecorated your clothes for you. If only one tenth of what he said 
was true, which is about the average for him, then I need to grovel at your 
feet pronto. I guess I didn't ring straight away 'cause.. ." 

"You were ill, obviously. Look, let's meet. I've got a free afternoon. 
Why don't we do something?" Don't give in at the first hurdle, Kate. 

"Well, I was planning to go shopping with some mates." 

“You can always drop in. I'll be around all afternoon. If you want" he 
added. 

"Well, it would be nice to get the real story of what happened. But are 
you sure you want to spend some time with a mere schoolgirl?" Careful, 
Kate. Don't overdo it. 

"Mere schoolgirl? I would never have known if you hadn't told me!" 
Nice boy, good boy. "Will, er, your mates be coming with you? Just so's I'm 
well prepared for. . .er, the right number of cups and stuff." Is he giving 
her the come on? Yummy. 

"I needn't mention it to them if. . .you don't want me to." Will he bite? 

"Well, I don't want to put them off, but I mean, I don't know any of 
your friends and.. ." 

"I think Alison needs to catch the bus early, and well Charlotte has to 
meet her boyfriend in town. Not sure about the others." Fingers crossed. 

"Look the thing is, I would really like to see you. I mean, we were 
getting on so well in the pub, before. . ." 

"Before I fell asleep?" 

"Well, er yes." 

"Don't think I didn't regret it too!" Let him know you're a little bit 
keen too, Kate. 

"So, we've got some talking to catch up with, then?" 

"Definitely. Look, I can make it over to you say, about three o'clock." 

"Doesn't leave you with much shopping time, does it?" Shit shit. 
Wrong timing. 

"How about three thirty-ish?" 

"OK then. That's great. Do you want me to cook for you?" Cook for 
me. What's this, a romantic dinner for two? 

"Oh no, shit. No, just a cup of tea and that. The old folks will worry if 
I'm not back at a reasonable hour. After last week" she added, rather 
obviously. 

"Oh right. Well, I could drive you back but. . ." But what? Didn't want 
to meet the wrinklies? What had they said to him? Anything dodgy? That 
fuckin' Tony, he'll pay for this! 

"Look it's allright, we'll work it out later. I can always get them to 
pick me up. From the town." No point in them knowing where he lived. 
"Oh by the way, where do you live? Would be useful to know that!" 

"Yeah, right! 18 Oliver Street. Near the station. It's only a hovel, of 
course." 


"No probs. It's so desperately middle-class here, I'd appreciate a 
change." 

“Yeah, your house is swanky allright. Prepare for a big change." 

"T'll look forward to it." 

"Right. So I'll definitely see you then?" 

"Definitely maybe, yeah!" Keep him dangling a little bit, Kate. 

After she had put the phone down, she felt a lot of shivers up and 
down her back. She was feeling a bit sexual, she had to admit. What was it 
about him? The voice? Deep and rich, though not especially sexy. Had a bit 
of a local accent, which usually was a real turn off, at least with boys of her 
own age. But then what wasn't a turn off with them? Oh for a real man, 
someone with some experience. Oh fuck, a lot of experience! Just to be 
taken for a while, not to have to be smart and on your guard all the time, 
just to relax with a real man. Her fantasy was seeping back into her 
consciousness. She could feel her erogenous zones twitching, becoming 
aware. But she had to fight it down. He's just a guy. A local guy. She was 
going a lot further than this town. Though she still had a year to hang 
around in it, before the off to Uni. Oh what the fuck. Let's just see what 
happens. 

Upstairs she felt for the packet of condoms she kept in the bottom 
drawer of her chest-of-drawers. Would he see it as whorishly forward of 
her to produce them at the possible moment? On the other hand, if 
anything did happen and she got carried away? You could never trust the 
male of the species to be prepared for anything; their minds were always 
plastered on the present moment, and usually had no concern for the past 
or the future much. Girls - no, women - always had more a broader 
horizon, the wider view yes. She would be the woman with a wider view. 
God, a clean pair of knicks. Which ones? Not the joke tangas she got for 
Christmas, too much. Not plain whites either. The red ones, yes the red. 
Change the top, slight more revealing without being tarty. The long skirt 
still, no reason to go overboard, but take off the DMs and on with the 
higher-heeled Kickers. Christ, a slave to attitude, at sixteen. What a bitch! 
With the heart of a saint! On the other hand, he might turn out to be a 
complete jerk, and then what would she do? Accept the disappointment, 
she supposed. Patience, always patience even when excited. Never let go 
of that thread of patience. You're destined for big things, Kate. Keep them 
a little bit in sight. Patience is a virtue, no joke. 


Well, she'd sent the letter. After the regular one to Maman, she'd just 
done it on 'the spur of the moment’ as the English say. She just hoped that 
he would receive it, where he was staying. He had given her the address 
as he had guessed it. She just hoped he wouldn't be disappointed. What 
was he expecting anyway? And not to know is sometimes more painful. 
They could still be friends. Think how nice it would be to receive a visit 


from him: either in Morlaix where she would stay for a while or later, 
wherever she was working. She knew he wouldn't be upset: he was too 
kind a man. 

It was a relief to have written it, she had to admit. Now she could 
concentrate on what could happen this week. Was she being unkind? In 
this world you have to be very careful, of kindness. And even their 
Shakespeare had said it: to be cruel is to be kind or something like that. 
But then she wasn't Hamlet, because she didn't have to pretend she was 
mad. She wondered when he would get the letter. Probably Monday 
morning. And would he still send her postcards? She hoped so. Why should 
anyone feel bitter? After all, she had been kinder than Henri, and that 
wasn't an occasion for crying. Well, not much anyway. 


As he unwrapped his sandwiches, Popkid gave out a groan. 

"Gnarly! What the. . .?" Whoever had made these needed a course in 
Hotel Management fairly immediately. One of those BTec thingies, pronto. 
Jesus, a Slice of plastic cheese with decomposing lettuce in the crummiest 
white bread with what tasted like lard instead of margarine - and was that 
a bit of ham, not sure. And the salad cream? Best not to think about it. 

Well now, Popkid couldn't look this sandwich in the eye. He decided 
to sneakily swap it for Matt's sandwiches. But his were in even worse 
shape. Shit! Eight more days of this treatment. At least the rota would 
change for tomorrow. One thing was for sure: he'd check this vegetarian 
meal thing out this evening. It might be the only chance for decent grub 
for the rest of the week. 

As he was contemplating whether to take a chance on the awful 
sandwich - he was very hungry after all - Matt came running back and 
towelled off briskly. He noticed the lack of enthusiasm on Popkid's face. 

"Kitface, me old bugger. Whassa matter? You look like you've seen a 
ghost." 

"I can't stand this, man. Morbid and very gnarly sandwich making." 

“What d'you expect, man. The Ritz? Eat it and be thankful. Starvin' 
Africans and all that." 

"Yeah well, even a starvin' African would look twice at this. I'm 
serious. I'm trying the veg option tonight." 

"No chance. You'll be a vegetable yourself after a few days of that. 
Give me good old British beef any day." 

"Yeah well, you might turn into a beef, if you haven't already." An 
amount of sand kicking later, Popkid emerged from under his towel. "Oh 
well, that's settled it. Sandy sandwiches I can't eat." 

“Have one of mine, mate. I'm not t'rifficly hungry yet." 

"No thanks. I've had a look. It's already died. Why bother chewing 
it?" 

"Suit yourself, man." 


"So you're not keen then?" 

"On what?" 

"On the healthy veg alternative, dorksville!" 

"Nah, no way. You'll have to go on your girly own. Chance to have a 
chat with Madeleine though. Yummy in my tummy! Man-eater!" And he 
mimed a lusty version of Madeleine eating up (the reliable description of 
her snogging technique). 

"No thanks. I'll pass on that. But not on the food. It'll be worth 
spending time with Mad and her mates." 

"If you say so, birdbrain. I'm back in - you comin'?" 

"Yeah. Might take my mind off the churning stomach." 

"Be a man. Or is it a mouse? Or is it Mad's new hunk? Ummm!" By 
the time Popkid had chased him down to the shore, he'd forgotten all about 
it. They crashed into the sea, arms and legs flailing. The sun blazed 
overhead, unceasingly. 


17: Saturday afternoon 


Three twenty-eight. Eighteen Oliver Street. Three rings on the bell. 
The woman's not urgent. He won't think I'm after anything. Dead nervous 
or what? I smell OK. Got the special fragrance. Not too tarty. Shut up Kate, 
your mind's wandering. Fuck! What do I do? Remember your intelligence. 
Keep breathing as well, it helps. Once you stop thinking and start talking 
you'll be... 

"Hi, er. . .Kate. Sorry about this." He was behind her. Had been for 
ages probably. Shit! "Just rushed out to get, well some cake actually. Are 
you early?" 

"No, don't think so." What's he doing? 

"Well, come in. To the hovel." He smiled. They walked in, Rob 
ushering Kathryn. He pointed straight ahead and they went through to a 
small kitchen. There was just enough room for a small table, one of those 
old formica-top things you see at car boot sales. Rob threw a carrier bag 
down on the table. It was strange to see his domestic arrangements, only 
ever having seen him prop up a bar. 

"Got a bit of a selection. There's Battenburg, Swiss Roll, er Bakewell 
Tart and oh, some Black Forest. Couldn't resist it." A cake freak? Inviting a 
few people for a party tonight? 

"Quite a lot!" was the wittiest she could muster. Why aren't things 
ever like you imagine? 

"I would have baked one myself, but didn't really have the time. To 
cool off" he added. "The cake, I mean." 

"Ah. . ." This was ridiculous. 

"Right. Cup of tea?" 

"Ah, yeah, yeah sure. Milk but no sugar." Very good. Four words ina 
row, Kate. 

"Yeah, I make a lot of my own stuff. It's a lot cheaper of course. Bread 
sometimes, and even been known to make the odd jar of jam." Mrs Beaton 
was never like this. She still liked the way he moved. As he stretched the 
kettle for the tap, some tummy showed under the tee shirt. Not too hairy. 

"I wish I was keen on cooking" she lied. Toast OK, the odd boiled egg. 
Very odd. There was a long silence. 

"So what have you been up to then? Shopping, I mean." Christ, she 
wasn't carrying anything except the small shoulder bag. 

"Er, Alison carried it home for me. Nothing really exciting though. 
Um, a top and some shampoo, that's all. Window-shopping really. Anything 
to get away from the Jump." Relax relax, you ape. Take it slowly. 

"Right, well." This was languishing. Horribly. 

"It's funny, being here." When you're completely stuck, just tell the 


truth and see what happens. 

"Funny?" 

"Well y'know, it's weird. When you've only seen someone in one place. 
And then you see them in another." 

"Er, yeah. What, you mean like the pub?" 

"Yeah. And it's also very different from the other house I saw today 
for the first time." Oh well, it's something to talk about. She attempted to 
describe to him Mrs Simpson's place. He seemed quite interested and it 
led on to a few minutes' chat about various artists he had known who lived 
in fairly sinister, downbeat surroundings. By the time he had finished the 
tea was ready. He didn't seem keen to move into any other room. It was 
very hot in the kitchen: the sun was pouring in. She was starting to 
perspire. 

"Actually." She took a deep breath. "What I really wanted to ask you 
about was the other night. I feel so stupid." 

"Oh, don't. It was nothing. It was just that. . ." 

"I puked all over you?" 

"Well, apart from that!" He laughed. He had quite nice teeth for an 
older guy. "No really, that was allright. No, honestly!" There was 
something very funny about him denying it over and over again, almost as 
if the 'crime' got worse in reality, each time. "No really! It was just 
that. . .well, I wasn't expecting the frosty reception from. . .your Dad." 

"I'm still his little girl, I suppose. All Dads are like that to their 
daughters, aren't they?" 

“You'd be surprised. A lot can't give a shit. I suppose I was taken 
aback by. . .well, the whole thing. It was like something out of a play ora 
novel. Like it wasn't quite real." 

"Surreal, absurd?" 

"Yeah, something like that. But it was OK. I don't want to over- 
emphasise it. But I guess it was funny in another way. Like I was escorting 
home a..." 

"Child?" 

"Well no, but you are younger than me." Just come right out and say 
it, Kate. Just say it. 

"How old are you?". There, she'd said her hard part. 

“Twenty three." 

“Twenty three?! I thought. . .oh, never mind. Oh shit!" 

"What's up? You've gone a funny colour. You allright?" 

"No, it. ..I mean yeah. It's just that I thought you were a lot older. 
Does that sound awful? Oh God!" 

“How much older? Forty-five?" He was smiling though. 

"I can't tell you. But it wasn't that much older. Really" she added; 
though he didn't seem unduly worried. 

"Look. Let's stop talking about our ages. It's making me feel old. 


Open up the cake. You can be mother." 

"Which one?" 

"Which is your favourite?" 

"Well, Battenburg. But I haven't had it in years." 

"All the more reason. Why not?" 

“Naughty and fattening." 

"Fattening? You don't need to worry about that!" 

"Don't I?" Fishing for compliments, Kate? 

"You're joking. I'm the middle-aged man around here." He was kind of 
cute. Those forearms are tremendous. Just the right amount of muscle and 
lack of hairiness. I could just. . .At that moment the phone rang. He went 
to answer it. He was gone for quite a while. She munched the cake. It was 
sticky and sweet. Umm, too sweet. He returned looking apologetic. 

"Bad news?" Why did you say that Kate, you idiot? 

"Oh, not really. Just an unwanted call, that's all." 

"Not double-glazing salesmen again?" 

"No. Actually it was my ex." Christ, he's been married. Oh shit. "Ex- 
girlfriend, that is." 

"Hassling you?" 

"Not quite so simple. Well, I don't know how to put this, really." 

"It's OK. You don't have to tell me, if you don't want to." 

"No, it's OK. It's just that she wants me back. And. . .well, it's 
difficult." There was a very strange silence in which Rob cast his eyes 
around the now incredibly hot kitchen in search of words. 

“You want to go back?" 

"Oh no, no. It's all over for me. I mean it's a long time ago. We split 
up a year or so back. She had a couple of kids from a previous. . .well, she 
was married. She was quite a bit older than me." How old, how old? Shut 
up, Kate. "And they had got quite used to me being around, y'know." She 
didn't, but listened intently anyway. "Huh, ‘uncle Rob’ they used to call me. 
Pathetic now, when I think about it. But I can't make out if she's just trying 
to emotionally blackmail me or what. You know, crying kids in the 
background. They're only toddlers" he added, as if this explained 
everything. He went on to describe how he had left her house, feeling that 
he really didn't have a stake in the relationship; felt like a lodger who was 
a kept man, well boy he felt like sometimes. She had been a good-looking 
and fairly wealthy woman who had been used to the fine things in life and 
somehow he didn't match up to the ex-husband, except in one area. 

"Sex?" she said, directly. 

"Well, yeah. But of course, that wears off after a while in any 
relationship." Wears off? What does he mean? 

"What do you mean?" 

"I was forgetting. Perhaps you haven't come across that one yet." 

"I'm only a little schoolgirl, remember." 


"Yeah yeah. Well it does. Wear off. And after that I had no part to play. 
Y'know, I wasn't any more employed than than I am now. In other words, 
not very much. Blimey, you don't mind me waffling on like this?" 

“Course not." 

"It's just that I get a bit wobbly when she rings. Not that it happens 
often, though when it does... ." 

"Yeah." 

"Actually how old are you? Sixteen, seventeen?" 

"Nearly seventeen." 

"That's strange. The age difference is exactly the same, but the other 
way." 

"So she's twenty nine?" 

"Yeah. Thirty very soon. Maybe that's why she's feeling insecure. Plus 
I don't think she's had another proper relationship since. It's tough 
bringing up a couple of kids on your own." 

"I suppose so." There was another pause. They had eaten a good deal 
of the cake and had drunk their tea. 

"Another cup?" 

"Yeah, please. Though I should be going soon." 

"The Mum and Dad?" 

"Yeah, stupid isn't it?" 

"But necessary for other things?" 

"Yeah, like driving lessons!" 

"The obsession of nearly seventeen year olds!" She was about to 
protest. "Remember I was that young myself in the dim distant past!" He 
looked at her steadily. "Can I give you a compliment?" 

"A woman always desires compliments, oh gallant sir!" 

“You've got very good eye-contact. In fact, you've got lovely eyes. 
Very penetrating." Very penetrating. Oh God. Very penetrating. 

"Thank you. Your forearms are tasty." 

"Oh right. Well, your hair is a nice colour. Is it tinted or. . ." 

"Or dyed. Oh I change it from time to time. Your stomach isn't too 
hairy." 

"This is getting personal!" 

"Yes." What next? "I happened to see a bit. As you stretched." And 
then an unexpected thing happened. He raised the front edge of his tee 
shirt until most of his chest was revealed. Then he pulled it down again. 
He looked somewhat sheepish. 

"This could get very personal!" Why did she say that? And then she 
did an extraordinary thing. She lifted her top to reveal herself to him. Her 
breasts felt cool suddenly, as well as amazingly hot and sweaty at the same 
time. She felt incredible. It was kind of stupid, like I'll show you mine if 
you'll show me yours, though it was all so spontaneous and natural. They 
looked at each other. The air in the room was electric. "Yeah, I haven't 


worn one since year ten. Feels like armour plating most of the time. I'll 
take my chance with them sagging or not." She felt incredible, still. Maybe 
she was a Closet exhibitionist. "Well, it's time for me to go. Be seeing you 
again!" It suddenly seemed so funny... . 

"Yeah" he said. "Er, when?" 

"T'll give you a ring yeah? Anyway, you're in school Tuesday right?" 

"Yeah, that's right." She stood in the doorway, just about to open the 
front door. "Look" he said. "Thanks for listening. Must sound feeble. Not 
very interesting." 

“Perhaps you needed to tell someone. And I happened to be here. And 
you've got a lovely chest. Not too hairy." 

"You too have a beautiful chest. And it's not too hairy either." 

"Prove it." He bent down and lifted up her top and gazed at her fora 
second. He kissed her nipples once each, very tenderly. He stood up. He 
looked amazing. 

"I want to see you very soon" he croaked. 

"I'll ring you. Don't worry. Tomorrow sometime." She kissed him on 
the lips. He held her with his hands gently on her back. It was an exquisite 
moment. He was a good kisser: not too energetic, but more than a peck. 
They stayed like that for a timeless moment. And then she was the other 
side of the door, clutching the shoulder bag, walking as much in a straight 
line as she could. Patience to just collect what is waiting for you at those 
magic moments. Yes. 


He walked in as much of a straight line as he could. It wasn't easy, as 
the sun was right in his eyes. He felt tender all over, as if he had been 
roasting very gently on a spit all day. Of course, in the excitement he had 
forgotten to get his sun block, and Mr C had forgotten to remind him. 
Blimey, that's what he's there for, to look after them; he didn't have much 
to do. On the other hand, he had him to thank for suggesting the 
alternative to the food farce. Although he had half a mind to give the 
proper dinner a go tonight - maybe last night was a freak occurrence or 
something. Just as he was walking up to the kitchen he was accosted by 
Madeleine Foster. 

"Fez tells me you're dining with us tonight, Chris!" 

"Er, what gave you that idea?" 

"It's true isn't it? She said you'd wanted to become a veggie for years 
and now you'd made your mind up totally!" 

"Whoa! That's a slight exaggeration. But after last night's meal, so- 
called, I had given it some serious thought, yeah. But I probably won't. . ." 

"That's great!" Why did she always talk as if she was writing 
exclamation marks? "Look, you've got to! The food's delish, really nice! 
And the cooks are really into it. They like cooking vegetarian! They're a bit 
tarty though" she added, as if to give Popkid a warning. "Look! We can go 


in now and have a look at what they're doing!" 

Reluctantly, Popkid went in with Mad and Fez (a nickname for 
Christina, he didn't know why). The three cooks were bent over their 
tasks, finishing preparing the meat dish for the day: what looked like a 
very dubious sausage concoction. Madeleine called out and Nina turned 
round. She said that they'd nearly finished and would begin on the veggie 
meal straight after. If they wouldn't mind sitting quietly and waiting, they 
could stay in this back area until it was ready. 

"No problem!" gushed Madeleine. Popkid had looked up at the sound 
of Nina's voice. His brain was immediately inundated with what, as he 
afterwards related with difficulty, he could only feel as crystal light. 
Everything went very softly bright and quiet and all he could see was the 
face of this gorgeous woman with blonde hair. He was very speechless. 

"Is this boy your friend?" she said pleasantly. He was enchanted; 
whisked away; off his trolley; out of his tree; beside himself; in ecstasy. 

"Oh yes" said Madeleine, putting her arm through his. "He's great, 
isn't he? His name's Chris, but I call him Kit sometimes, don't I? He's one 
of the best surfers in the group, but very modest with it, aren't you?" 
Popkid continued to look straight ahead at Nina. He was vaguely aware of 
a fly on his arm. If he had paid more attention in French GCSE, he would 
have known this was a <coup de foudre>. He swatted the fly. Madeleine 
cried out. Nina began to laugh - she had seen Madeleine chasing around 
after several boys as she watched them fooling around in the water. 

“Would you like to eat with your friends, Chris?" Her smile, her teeth, 
her body. 

"Er, sorry?" 

"Are you a vegetarian too?" 

"Oh, er not really. But I've thought about it. I was told about the nice 
veggie meal last night." 

"Yes, with vegetarian food you can be so inventive. But people are 
always eating without thinking." 

"What are you making tonight?" said polite Popkid. 

"For the vegetarian? Oh, what are we making?" this directed at Inga 
and Katie. They looked round. Popkid thought he was going to die on the 
spot. The perfume of their existence smothered him. He felt he was going 
to seize up, become stone. 

"Is your friend allright, Madeleine?" 

"I don't know. I've never seen him like this. Chris? Kit?!" 

"Unh? Oh, right. No, I haven't" Nobody knew what he was talking 
about. "Sorry, miles away." Nina was perfectly aware of the effect however. 
It had plagued her since the beginning of adolescence. She just wished 
they didn't all swoon like that. It was so boring. But she was kind. 

"Sit down on a chair, please. He looks as though he has been in the 
sun too much. He is very red in the face and arms. Maybe he needs a 


coffee to wake him up." Madeleine obviously thought he was putting it on 
for the attention. She was secretly jealous. But Popkid was genuinely out 
of it. 

He couldn't honestly recall much of the next two hours. He could 
remember that he saw some peanuts and diced cheese in a salad and that 
there was a neat pasta side dish in some kind of tomato sauce. Even the 
grated carrot ingredient was OK. He normally couldn't stand carrots, at 
least the way his Mum made them, all boiled and slimy. He could also 
remember asking lots of questions about how the food was prepared and 
what their favourite dishes were. The foreign students spent ages telling 
him about all their specialities, as gradually the three English girls - the 
other two had been joined by their friend Sarah - got bored with all the 
attention he was getting and walked back to their caravans. Even 
Madeleine, who had secretly fancied Popkid for months, drifted away later. 
Mr Clements, who had come and gone quickly enough and had spent most 
of his time there making Fez and Sarah laugh about some holiday he'd 
been on as a kid, he hadn't taken much notice of. He just wanted to stay 
there forever. Nothing could have persuaded him there was a better place 
to be. If the Grace Doctors themselves had walked through the door, he 
might not have noticed. 

"Well, if you are interested in how we prepare the food, come along 
tomorrow and you can help if you want to" said Nina. "As long as you don't 
get in the way too much. You cook at home for your mother?" 

"Well sometimes." There was an element of truth in this. He had gone 
through phases when he had enjoyed making food, though rarely whole 
meals. "Er, mostly snacks. But I'd like to learn." 

"You would have to lose some of the time surfing" added Inga. "You 
would not be disappointed?" 

"Oh no. You can only do so much surfing" he lied. "And it would be 
good to keep out of the sun a bit more. Listen, I've really enjoyed this. It 
was tasty and. . .well, lush." 

"Lush?" 

"Well, sort of luscious. Um, very nice." Nina smiled a row of perfect 
teeth. 

“Thank you, Chris" she said. "And now we must go home. Although it 
is not really a home at our hostel." 

"Oh right. You here for long?" 

"For the rest of the season, until late August. And then we go to 
Norway, and to Belgium", indicating Katie, "for a month before college 
again." 

"Though I s'pose this is a holiday, sort of." 

"Mmm." She gave another smile, this time more rueful. "Sometimes I 
feel that." The hair, the eyes, the high cheekbones. 

He said his goodbyes and staggered out of the kitchen area. 


Everyone else had returned to the caravans or out to seek nightlife further 
afield. Hours had flown past. Her presence and the brilliant food only. This 
is it: he was going to become a vegetarian. He HAD become a vegetarian. 
No doubt. 

When he arrived at the caravan, he was grilled about his exploits. He 
couldn't give a toss about any of their slimy remarks. He had met the 
vision. He wasn't going to forget it. Ever. 


Clements was glad to be out of there. It was kind of uncomfortable 
seeing the mirror image of his lust and in younger, more innocent and 
wide-eyed form. He didn't begrudge Popkid his moments of ecstasy 
though. He had invited him along, hadn't he? And it wasn't that seeing 
someone else by captivated by the Nordic Sirens was giving him jealousy 
pangs. It wasn't even that he knew that in a week's time or less, Popkid 
would know the pain of waving goodbye to the perceived loved one 
forever. The women were that much older. To them, Popkid must seem an 
amusing and likeable lad, that was all. Similar to him being an amusing, 
likeable old man, probably. Anyway, leave well alone. He mustn't let his 
mind be distracted from Monique. He would send a postcard today 
declaring his feelings, which had certainly intensified over the last 24 
hours. Absence makes the heart grow fonder? Possibly. 

He was taking the slightly cooler air on the clifftop path, just to get a 
change of scene after the oven of the day. He was trying to compose a 
message for the postcard when he practically tripped over a huddled 
shape in the twilight. It was Ian Talbot. 

"Sorry, Ian. Didn't see you. How's it going?" 

"OK, I s'pose." 

"Been learning the noble art?" 

"Sir?" 

"Of surfing. What other is there?" he said, mockingly. 

"Oh lots, I expect." He seemed distracted. Clements began to walk 
further along the path. After a few yards, he glanced back. 

"You allright?" 

"Yeah. Well yeah, I s'pose." 

"Well, give us a shout if you want to. Part of the job description." 

"Sorry, Sir?" 

"Well, I'm supposed to look after the welfare of the students while Mr 
Townsend looks after the practical arrangements. And of course, Miss 
Westbrook. So is everything OK?" 

"It's weird Sir, but I was really looking forward to coming. And now 
I'm here, all I want to do is go home." 

"That's an easy one for Dr Uncle Clements. It's called 'Grass is 
Greener’ with a slight strain of 'Homesickness’. It'll wear off after a few 
days, just before you're due to go back and then of course, due to 


Murphy's Law, or Sod's law as it's sometimes known, you'll feel exactly the 
same feeling in reverse when you return home." 

"Yeah, maybe." A short smile appeared."But I'm useless at surfing. 
And I thought it would be a laugh at least." 

"Well, maybe it's just not your thing. You know, it's a lesson learned 
and all that." 

"Yeah. I s'pose you're right Sir." 

“You don't sound entirely convinced." Clements looked out to sea. The 
sunset wasn't spectacular since there weren't any cloud formation, but 
there was a perfectly symmetrical band of red around the horizon as the 
evening set in. 

"I'm sure I would enjoy it, if I wasn't picked on all the time. I mean, 
it's not the sixth formers, they mostly ignore me. It's the younger ones." 
Clements could see his point. It must be acutely embarrassing. 

"Do you want me to have a quiet word?" 

"Oh no, no don't do that Sir. Make it worse." 

"Before it got better?" 

"No, just make it worse." What could Clements do? A dominant 
mother, hen-pecked husband probably. Ian following in his father's 
footsteps, ready to take on the role in his own relationships perhaps. How 
do people break out of these extreme role entrapments? 

"Well, look me up if there's anything serious going on. We want you to 
have a good time." He wondered who he had meant by 'we'. Had Atlas 
even noticed him as anything but the offspring of the awful Mrs Talbot. 
Had he, John Clements, for that matter? 

"Has Mr Townsend said anything to you?" 

"No." There was a slightly uncomfortable silence. "Sir? It's stupid, 
but. . .do you think Mr Townsend has sight problems? I mean he's confused 
me with Alan Smith out of year 10 a few times. I know Alan's tall and all 
that, but even then. And today he crashed into me in the waves and I 
wasn't the only one. I'm not being paranoid or anything." 

"I don't honestly know, Ian." He put it down to Ian just being the kind 
of kid he was: accident-prone and a loner. Just feels he's being picked on 
by everybody. Perhaps he, Clements, could be helpful by being the one who 
didn't. They started to talk about cycling, one of Ian's big pre-occupations - 
apart from computer games and photography - and compared various 
mountain bikes they'd seen or ridden. After ten minutes or so, Clements 
carried on up the path, pleased that he'd done a bit of 'pastoral' that 
wouldn't immediately have attracted him as an enjoyable or useful 20 
minutes of his life. He almost felt virtuous. What was it like to feel as Ian 
did, with everything closing in around him most of the time? Lonely 
without being able to be alone with himself. Or: he's just a quiet kid. Why 
should he be loud and energetic like most of the others? Did that make him 
a better or worse person? Not in an ideal world, but of course this world 


was far from that. In a strange way he felt an empathy with Ian. He too 
had gone through a spotty and lonely period as a kid, when his family had 
moved house, and he had to change schools twice in a year. On the second 
change he had felt really miserable, just having built up a group of friends 
after losing one lot, only to have these ones taken away. It had been 
demoralising at just the wrong age. He had wanted to blame his parents, 
though of course that was totally unfair. They had had to move, for Dad's 
job. And now all that was over and he felt reasonably content within his 
thirty-something body and mind. But for kids like Ian, it was all happening 
now. What words of sage and/or worldly wisdom did he have to offer 
beyond "don't do this as I did, but learn from my mistakes"? Bugger all. He 
still kept making similar mistakes, but in ever more subtle patterns. Still, 
he set himself little prizes to get through it all. Like the postcard to 
Monique. He'd walk back bow and compose it. Dear Monique. . . 


Dear Robert. I want to fuck you very slowly with lots of ice cream and 
smear some strawberry yogurt all over your pulsating prick and lick it all 
off while you're coming in my mouth. Next time I want you to do it to me 
standing up for ten minutes and then come all over my breasts. Before that 
I will have masturbated in front of you very slowly and teasingly and 
shouted a lot in the process. Somewhere in there you will have licked my 
cunt until I can't stand it any longer and in the morning we'll do it doggie 
fashion with your Superprick making soup of my insides until we're totally 
and utterly knackered. Yours sincerely, a secret admirer. 

It made a change from "Dear Diary, why couldn't I have been born in 
the same age as Henri Matisse?" anyway. 


18: Saturday night 


He lay in a bath of crystal light. His arms were flailing. The 
temperature was very cold but his body didn't feel any effect of 
temperature. There was a train in the distance sounding its whistle. His 
arms were attached to something. The light lessened: he became aware of 
clouds of grey swirling around him. Two lines of black to the distant 
horizon. He could only raise his head a few inches. His arms felt as if they 
were burning. The train sound was nearer - the desperate whistle shrill. 
He looked to his right and there was a machine standing by the side of the 
railway track, a sort of tractor. Sitting on this tractor was a man in a top 
hat eating sweets out of a bag. He suddenly loomed very large over him 
and offered some of these delicious sweets. He could see them in the bag, 
shining like precious gems. They would be so tasty - shiny, sticky and nice. 


They would melt in colours into his mouth. But he couldn't reach up: he 
was tied. The train approached ever nearer, relentlessly. He was that 
camera underneath it. Would he be overwhelmed? Would he be cut to 
pieces by the monstrous wind underneath the carriages? The man in the 
top hat only smiled - he didn't see the train. He couldn't see the train, 
otherwise he'd help him, wouldn't he? And then he realised that the top 
hat man could see the train - only he wasn't going to do anything to help. 
Gradually the sound of the motor on the stationary tractor increased in 
sound. Even though the train was fast approaching, its noise was steadily 
drowned out. At the moment of impact his eyes were torn out by pressure 
of the wind. He was blind and screamed the beginning of eternal pain. 

And then he became the top hat man. He looked down from the 
tractor machine at somebody else. The steady purr of the engine was 
under his legs. He had to see who it was tied to the railway line. It was 
someone he used to know at school, all those years ago. He looked down at 
his own hands, except they were alien, not his own but belonging to 
someone else. They were the hands of the boy on the track! But he still 
had the bag! He turned his stare to the approaching train, then looked 
down at the boy. He offered him the bag of sweets. No deal. He'd eat them 
all himself this time. They tasted so cool, so delicious, so shiny. The train 
swept over the body. He ascended into crystal light. Though he could still 
hear the sound of the engine. . . 

The alarm made its attention felt. He woke up. Malc's mouth was 
three inches from his right ear. King snorer, thanks. His ear glowed with 
meat breath. Another day. 


Several times the letter was tipped into the flap of the letterbox. It 
popped out again. Someone was laughing on the other side of the door. It 
was the laugh of Jack Nicholson. Was he a madman? Was he a wolf? Would 
he eat her up? He opened the door and held the letter aloft. She wasn't 
frightened as he asked her in. He politely explained he couldn't read the 
letter right now, but would she like to listen to a story? She agreed. She 
was a little girl; he was a large hairy man. She had a little hood on, like 
Red Riding Hood, although she was wearing a raincoat, which was 
crimson-red. He liked to meet young girls, they were so pleasantly warm to 
Wear. 

He tripped over to the bookshelf and drew down a large colourful 
book. He read to her for a long time. Whatever the story was about, she 
was Captivated. Only after a while did she realise the story itself was in a 
language she didn't know. But the creature seemed to know. He closed the 
book and told her she and he would have to act out the story together. But 
she hadn't remembered any of the story. That's allright. If she didn't 
remember, he would simply eat her up and then he at least would be 
satisfied. You can't just do this to somebody. She was thinking this though 


it was coming out through his lips. 

All at once there was a crashing of fists on the door. She noticed that 
he had locked it. The voice outside was plaintive and begged the creature 
to let him in, but the creature was more intent on forcing her to recite her 
memories. However much she told him she couldn't do it, the louder and 
more desperate were the knocks on the door. At last the cries died away 
and there was the sound of laughing outside the door. It was the sound of 
the laughter at the end of the Sgt Pepper Indian song. Hoarse, mocking, 
derisory, ignorant. She heard the sounds of gnashing teeth and they were 
outside and inside. The creature's mouth was slavering in unison with 
what was going on outside. He approached her and she felt her own teeth 
gnashing as well. If only she could imitate him perfectly he would go away. 
If only she could gnash her teeth fast enough. 

She woke up and there was blood on her pillow. She jumped up in 
extreme fright. Her lip was bleeding, her teeth were in pain. She was 
weeping with fear. 

She got up and walked over to the window. It was just getting light. 
The sun was rising over the low roof of the school. Another day to wait till 
she went home. Another dawn to sit through. She sat at the window and 
wept a little more. Soon she was able to face her pillow. She ran some 
water in the bathroom basin and soaked the pillowcase. She was wretched. 
She couldn't go on pretending, covering up. She cried in sympathy for 
someone. It wasn't herself. 


He woke up feeling fine. He hadn't dreamed, or couldn't remember 
any. He washed his face, arms and armpits at the little sink provided in the 
caravan. Atlas wasn't around. He must have gone jogging again. As he 
dried himself off, he looked forward to the day ahead, listing the numerous 
tasks that he would have to undertake, going through them in his brain, 
trying to cover everything, rather like he did at home before a school day, 
a sort of checklist of the mind. He always felt better afterwards. 

And then he saw it. Or rather it was in his head, an image of that last 
A-level lesson. The boy had got up and left and he hadn't gone after him. 
He looked around and Kathryn was there, with a strange expression, of 
mixed bewilderment and contempt. All the group were looking at him 
though, wondering no doubt what he was going to say or do. He had done 
nothing: he had procrastinated; he hadn't been spurred to action; he was a 
coward with a pale cast of thought; they had watched him with the grey, 
morbid curiosity of voyeurs. He had done nothing - he had no more seen 
what to do than them. But it was his place to act - he hadn't done it. What 
had he done wrong? His stomach turned over. He felt seasick and like shit. 
He had to sit down suddenly. He held his head in his hands. It felt heavy 
like he should push it up again but he couldn't be bothered. He felt an 
intense pain; he felt like crying suddenly. The view outside when he 


eventually stood up was barren. It was a wasteland. No birds were singing. 

And just as suddenly as he stood there, the moment passed. Shaken, 
he couldn't lose the memory of the look in their eyes. There was a missing 
piece. He hadn't found it. He went to the toilet. He quickly wanted to have 
a crap. As he was sitting there, he began to recollect everything about that 
day. He was a flying soul, swirling around the school and green fields 
outside, contemplating all his past actions. He was a bird flying over the 
school. A boy ran out of the school. He was 50 feet below. The boy ran and 
ran and ran: he thought he was never going to stop. The boy eventually 
reached the river and sat down by the bank. He tipped in and lay forlornly 
in four inches of mud and ooze. His heart cried out for the boy but there 
was nothing he could do. The boy looked up from the water. It was himself 
he was crying for. 


She was standing at the bar, talking to her mate. She looked across at 
a crowd of people sitting round a table next to the bar. She knew some of 
them. She half thought of going across to join them. It was a year in the 
future. She had put on some weight, though that didn't unduly bother her. 

She spotted a guy she hadn't seen before. He wasn't part of the 
group, though he was sitting with them. He wasn't talking to anyone, just 
quietly sipping his beer and glancing around. She asked her mate who he 
was, but her reply, if there was one, was lost in the general hubbub. She 
turned around again and he was gone. Had just disappeared. She walked 
over and peered closer. Definitely not there. She fell in with the people 
sitting in that area and had a long drawn-out and increasingly drunken 
conversation about nothing. She reached down to her pocket for a tissue 
and found two black feathers. They were made of a strange material, not 
down like duck feathers, but not artificial either. She stuffed them back in 
her pocket and forgot about them. 

In her dream the being flew over her. He soothed her feverish brow. 
He warned of the dark one, waiting to attract attention and lead into 
oblivion. He would be a messenger, leaving a token of remembrance 
against her life. A warning of her soul being touched by the last message. 
Into her life he would creep, announcing the token, waiting for her 
company. And if she could resist him she would live her own life, free from 
the suggestion of evil. Her brow was wiped clean, the throbbing pain of 
her mind swept away. 

Waking up she glanced at the clock. Eleven. Time to be rounded up 
and get the lift home. She was sure she had dreamed something really 
important. A plane? She couldn't recall. Something flying over her. What a 
weird one. The short sleeps are the worst. They wove out of the pub and 
tacked down the street to the car park. At eleven fifteen she arrived home 
and sneaked inside and up to bed. She was a bit scared to sleep. She didn't 
know why. So she sat up and read for a while. It helped soothe her 


sometimes when she couldn't or didn't want to sleep. "The Malayan 
Trilogy" by Anthony Burgess: Mr Clements had lent it to her last week. 
Quite a funny book in places. He'd be in Cornwall now, enjoying the surf 
and sun. Popkid too. She wished them both well in her haze. Robert 
tomorrow. Life was OK. Who needs patience? 


19: Sunday morning 


It was that strange phase in sleeping when you turn over again, half- 
realise you don't have to get up and want instead to return to that 
comforting dream. Whatever it is - the novel, the film, the play - you're 
one of the characters and can't be late for the show. Kathryn knew 
instinctively that it was Sunday. After that drunken night at the pub, she 
didn't want or need to get up yet. She turned over for another try at the 
Story. 

She vaguely heard her bedroom door open a fraction and some 
mumbled voices. What did they want now? Would they never leave her 
alone? It was her lie-in, fuck it. She pretended to be deeply asleep. 

Her mother came up and stood by the bed. She told her husband that 
she would tell her, now. Tell her what? She rubbed Kate's shoulder. Very 
reluctantly, she surfaced. 

"Unh? Whassa matter?" 

"I've got something very important to tell you. A message. From 
school." 

"School?" What the fuck? A few weird images span through her 
disordered state of mind. The Art Week? Who'd ring at. . .what? Seven 
thirty? She saw that her Mum was dressed in her nightie and dressing- 
gown. She looked crumpled. 

"Mum! It's bloody seven-thirty! What. . ." 

"It's serious, Kathryn. It's bad news. There's been a. . ." Fire? 
"There's been an... accident. Someone you know." Stupidly, Rob's face 
swam into her brain. It couldn't be him. A teacher? Someone she knew? 

"A boy you knew called Tim? Tim Dunkley? I hadn't heard you 
mention him, but Mrs Stevens thinks you know him quite well." She was 
instantly wide awake. The sirens were going off. What had she done? What 
hadn't she done? 

"Tim? Yeah, I know him. Not well, but he rings up. What's happened 
to him?" Her mother was taking so long looking at her, that she suddenly 
feared the worst. 

"Mrs Stevens said he was found in his father's surgery. By the 
cleaner, this morning. Well, just about half an hour ago, it seems." 

"Is he allright?" What was he doing there? What the fuck? "Is he in 
hospital?" 

"Kathryn, he's dead." The moment stood still, as if it was always 
going to happen. Absurdly she thought of the stranger in the pub, his black 
clothes, the feathers - were they in her dream? The Angel of Death, she 
shuddered. Christ. Oh God. God. No. 


She sat in the office of the headteacher. Her body felt like nothing. 
There was a weird exhilaration in her legs, a kind of phoney electric 
current, keeping them tapping the floor. She never did this. She couldn't 
stop tapping the floor. A manic, loony energy: it was like she had to do it to 
keep going, keep awake, keep alive. Oh God. Tim. She imagined him lying 
down, where? Where now? Nowhere, nowhere. 

Mrs Stevens looked at her across the desk. She looked very fed up 
and was trying to seem concerned, but Kathryn could see through it. She 
was phoney. The whole thing was. Why did they want her to come in to 
school? Some sort of interrogation. She had welcomed them into the 
Management Area but had asked her parents to wait outside the 
headteacher's room. In a way, Kathryn was glad. She just wanted to get 
away from her parents. Here was good enough, she guessed. 

"Kathryn. I want to tell you first of all that I'm very grateful that 
you've come in at my request. I'm sure that this has come as a great shock 
to you. Anything you might be able to say about this terrible accident may 
help us in finding out exactly what happened and how best we can help 
Tim's family in their hour of need." Shit. Creepy bitch. What does she 
want? 

"Yeah." 

"As you can understand, since Mr Brading is part of the Activities 
Week trip to Bulgaria, it falls to me to undertake this distressing duty. Now 
please Kathryn, I don't want you to feel that you need to stay any longer 
than you want to, and if you feel you want to stop at any time, I'll 
understand. But since you were one of Tim's closest friends, any light you 
may be able to shed on this matter will be invaluable to us as information." 

"Yeah. OK. But I'm not one of Tim's buddies or anything. He'd didn't 
have many, I don't think. I mean, I don't know." 

"Well, your name was mentioned by his father. Although, of course 
the poor man is suffering terribly at the present time. Perhaps he confused 
you with someone else?" 

"Maybe." She still didn't know what had happened to Tim. What was 
he doing in the surgery? She couldn't ask though. Her legs may have been 
hyperactive but her mind was numbed. It was as though she didn't care. 
She'd only been in this office once, a couple of years ago, a representative 
of the infamous student council, which in the first couple of years of 
Brading's headship, before Stevens effectively took up the reins, used to 
meet here. She had only come to one meeting, as the year 9 rep, before 
she vowed never to attend another one. They found a replacement easily 
enough. 

"Did you know him well?" 

"Do I know him well? Not really. He's phoned me a couple of times." 

"Was this recently?" 

"Well yeah. A few days ago. And then I phoned him. I was a bit 


worried about him. He. . ." Oh no, these fuckin' tears again. She felt them 
starting to well up as she thought of holding the phone. Why hadn't she 
fuckin' well done anything, the fucking fucking bitch. What. . .what... 

Mrs Stevens held out a paper handkerchief. She'd need a couple of 
boxes of these today, she thought. And she'd been looking forward to half a 
day off from her management tasks. Ah well, this is one of the things one 
has always to be aware of, that one might have to cope with, in an 
emergency sitaution. She dreaded to think what Dennis would have made 
of it. 

"Sorry. . .sorry. . .oh shit." Kathryn blew her nose again. She stared at 
the desk. "It was just that, well. . .Tim had walked out of school, out of a 
lesson, and I ran after, but it was too late. He'd gone and I couldn't find 
him, but I didn't look very far and I went back to the lesson, and I should 
have looked for him. But I phoned him later and he sounded really fed up 
and kind of desperate, and I just felt - this is stupid, but I just felt I'm glad 
I'm OK. It was totally selfish, and now he's dead and I didn't do anything." 
She was a mess, but she didn't care. It was like she had to make this 
confession. It was pouring out of her in a rush. "And he was doing the 
course this week. The art activities thing. And I was trying to persuade 
him, well Mrs Adams had chosen him for the team, and he seemed quite 
pleased, and chuffed he'd been asked, and I was really pleased for him, 
and I suppose I thought that would be allright, so I didn't bother checking 
up. He'd told me a load of his troubles in the pub a couple of times and I 
sort of listened to him 'cause I felt sorry for him I guess. And he didn't 
have many mates, it's true. I didn't know this would happen though. . ." 
Mrs Stevens let her sniffle on for a while. 

"I understand" she said. "Now Kathryn, there are one or two 
questions it's my duty to ask you, which you might feel are strange or 
unusual, or you might feel uncomfortable in answering. Though you know 
that every piece of information you can give will be treated with the 
utmost confientiality." Kate nodded, holding the tissue to her face. Oh God 
oh God, she's gonna ask me about the dope. What do I say? What do I say? 
"If you'd rather your parents were in the room. . .?" 

"No. No, it's OK." The last thing she wanted them to know. She'd 
better look more together. "Look, if it's about drugs, I can't tell you much, 
because I really don't know much about what he did." 

"All that we need to know is the type of drug he was taking in the last 
few days and try and match that with the reason why he might have done 
what he did." 

"What did happen? An overdose?" 

"Yes. As far as we know, he broke into his father's surgery with some 
keys he had stolen from him. He was found in a coma by the cleaner, 
though by the time the ambulance had reached the hospital he was 
clinically dead. I haven't been given any indication of which kind of drugs 


these were. We can only speculate at this stage." Jesus, she sounded like a 
fuckin' news bulletin. 

"Well, to be honest, it's hard to tell. He was just unpredictable, he'd 
do anything. I mean, he might have known what all the legal drugs were, 
y'know the prescribed ones, 'cause of his Dad being a doctor and all that. 
But I couldn't sort out how much of what he was saying was boasting, 
about which stuff he had taken. Or it might have been 'cause he was drunk 
and didn't know what he was saying. But I just don't see. . .he must have 
made a mistake. . ." 

"It may well have been a deliberate suicide attempt or it may. . ." and 
Sandra prayed that this was true, "all have been a terrible accident. This is 
what we're trying to establish amongst the people that knew him best, 
ultimately of course to assist the Coroner's verdict." Ultimately, of course, 
to keep the school's name clean. They were interrupted by the school 
secretary's head around the door. 

"Sorry to disturb you Mrs Stevens, but it's the Gazette on the line." 

"Thanks Margaret. Sorry, Kathryn. I just need to answer this call. I'd 
phoned the newspaper, but I caught their answering machine. Evidently 
they've contacted the editor or someone else in authority." 

"Do you want me to wait outside?" 

"No thank you. It should be a brief call." Kathryn slumped in her 
chair. She waited while Mrs Stevens told the press about the facts she had 
learned so far. It turned out that she knew a lot less than the hospital. But 
this wasn't the angle the paper wanted of course. Any scandal involving 
drugs could be very damaging to the school's reputation. It would suit 
Stevens to make a scapegoat out of Tim and maintain that he was a loner 
who held no part of the reflection of the school. Though she had to juggle 
that with and against the image of the school deeply distressed at this 
‘news of the tragic and unnecessary death of one of their pupils’. It was a 
tricky task, but if anyone could pull it off it would be Sandra Stevens. An 
unpleasant task. 

When she had put the phone down, Kathryn looked up. 

"Will this be bad for the school?" 

"It depends, Kathryn. I think what could be very damaging is if Tim, 
or anyone else for that matter, was consuming drugs on the school site. 
What students do in their free time is of course of concern to the 
school. . ." (like fuck) ". . .but obviously we can't guide their behaviour in 
quite the same way" (thank Christ). Kathryn thought for a moment that 
teachers were the worst hypocrites for Chrissake, but no doubt there were 
others equally as bad. "Though the more information we can gather about 
Tim's drug use, the clearer the picture becomes." 

"Yeah. Well, all I know is that Tim had tried most things. He wasn't 
afraid to experiment." Should she tell of her own use here? No, play safe. 
"In a weird way, I should have known. It doesn't surprise me. That sounds 


awful, but do you know what I mean?" 

"Of course" lied Mrs Stevens. 

"He was into cutting as well." 

"Cutting? What do you mean?" 

"Deliberately cutting himself with knives. I mean, I think they were 
were ordinany, y'know, kitchen knives. Not the sharpest. But he was into 
that. He showed me some scars once. I don't imagine his Dad knew about 
that though. I mean, that's the whole point." 

"The whole point?" 

"Yeah, 'cause you do it to yourself. It's like a gesture, but only to the 
people you want to know. To be honest, I thought it was stupid and I 
should have told him, but I didn't. Don't think it would have made any 
difference anyway." 

"So might he have been using needles?" Oh, the heroin trip. 

"I don't think so. But then I wouldn't know what to look for. I don't 
know anyone who's into that stuff." 

"But there is a community of hard drug users in the area, I presume?" 
Christ, what does this woman know? Nothing. She's so fuckin' out of touch. 

"T've no idea. I don't hang about with drug addicts." Just act dumb. 
Why should I be involved? "Look, is it allright if I go? I'm not feeling too 
good." 

"Of course, Kathryn, of course. I'll call in your parents." Before Kate 
could say anything more, she was at the door. Mum and Dad looked 
sheepish as they came in. They obviously expected the worst and assumed 
she was wrapped up in some sort of 'drug ring' with Tim and that she 
would be expelled or something. They read their Daily Mail. They knew 
that there was always a 'drug ring’ of students who were expelled from 
school to protect that school's honour code. Mrs Stevens was all fake 
smiles. 

"I'm afraid it's all been too much for Kathryn. I think she should go 
home and rest up now" she said. Why did Kate feel that she had just been 
betrayed by her? 

"Who else knows?" she said. "I mean from the school. The 
students. . ." 

"As yet only three or four, including yourself." She reeled off the 
names. They weren't particular mates of Tim's but then who was? "I have 
the unpleasant task of phoning and informing any others of the bad news. ' 

Kathryn was very glad to get out of that room. She felt sick to her 
stomach. She needed air. 


Breakfast, when they returned home, was a miserable affair. Her 
parents grilled her about her involvement with Tim and any possible 
connection with drugs. She denied everything, but then made the mistake 
of admitting she'd tried 'cannabis' a couple of times. 


"But I never realised you might be involved" said her father. 

"I'm not ‘involved'. A lot of people have tried it. Millions in fact." 

"But it's a drug. An illegal drug, I might add." 

"Ben. I don't think we're going to achieve anything by interrogating 
Kathryn. She's very upset." Kate couldn't stand it. 

"You're talking about Tim! He's dead, don't you see? Whatever he's 
done, he's dead. It won't bring him back! It's so pointless. You're just 
paranoid, because you think I might be implicated." 

"It could threaten your whole schooling" said Dad. "Isn't that worth 
our while thinking about?" Kathryn simply walked out of the room. She 
didn't need this crap right now. 

"Kathryn!" Fuck off, go to fucking hell. She crawled under the 
bedclothes and stared at the ceiling. The Angel of Death, he came. The 
Angel of Death. He was Tim's age too. The Angel of Death. 


He couldn't understand it. He couldn't keep his mind on the wave. It 
was no use, the concentration was knackered. Plus he was getting plenty 
of verbals from the guys. Were they just jealous 'cause he'd met the most 
stunning Norwegians ever to have. . .well, he hadn't met a horde of 
Norwegian girls before, it was true. But the way they went on and on, it 
was like being back at junior school with a vengeance. Playground tactics, 
serious mode. Of course, it came out on the surface like taunts about 
veggie stuff, a sort of anti-macho sarcasm, though would it have had the 
nasty shine to it if the three cooks had been hairy Turks, male variety? He 
didn't think so. It was the time to stay cool, and think about tonight's meal 
also. 

No, what was bothering him was the dream. Popkid usually fended 
off the nightmare ones pretty easily. Phlegmatic was the word. And if he 
did feel weird, a little self-philosophy while listening to some decent 
Ambience soon soothed the monsters away. But this one was different. 
He'd have to give it some serious thought; or perhaps the best idea was 
just to try and forget it altogether. Ay there's the rub, as Mr C would say 
(or was that Shakespeare?) He was caught in a dilemma. If you confronted 
something head on, like a bad dream or the memory of an argument you'd 
recently had, it wasn't necessarily the easiest solution, and often you don't 
feel great for ages afterwards. He suspected it wasn't something that 
greatly troubled the mass of people his age. He knew that he was different 
that way. That's why, he guessed, he liked the comparty of more arty, 
philosophical types, as well as the Dudes. Even with somebody like Pete, 
you knew that his image of coolness as a surfer type would be much more 
important than sharing personal thoughts that wouldn't be considered 
cool. That image of the man on the tractor looking down on the boy: it was 
as if both were him and he was caught in the trap of having to sacrifice 
one or the other for selfish ends. But it was more than selfish: it was being 


like a maniac. 

Just as he was thinking of bombing back into the water to rid himself 
of these unmellow feelings, he saw Mr Clements approaching. He was 
waving a tube of something about. 

"Mr C. Your right arm seems to want to tell me something." 

"Indeed it does, Mr W. It says 'don't forget me today of you'll be Chris 
"Beetroot" Wilkinson’. Which is a corny way of saying Get That Sun Block 
On." 

"OK, OK!" 

"But I have to say you're not looking your usual sunny self." 

"Nah. That's a fact. I'm well unconcentrated on the waves. Pitsville." 

“Too much sun on the head?" 

"Nah. Had this weird dream last night. All about being strapped on 
railway lines and stuff. It was well weird though, Sir. Dead and mutilated 
bodies and all that. Lots of machines and screaming and shouting." 

"Sounds like a typical day at Foster's Green High. Maybe your brain's 
compensating for being in this sunny idyll." 

"Sunny what, Sir?" 

"Sort of pleasure place where nothing should go wrong. Your mind 
has to compensate for the pleasure in any way it can." 

"Is that one of Mr Freud's theories Sir?" 

"Did I see a flicker of irony cross your face there, Chris?" 

“Wouldn't know what you mean by that word, Mr C." 

"Come come, you're one of my bright stars. You know what irony is." 

"Yeah, but when it comes to Freud, my brain packs in." 

"Actually, it's more Jung's theory than Freud. Freud saw sexual 
imperative as the motive driving force behind most of our psychological 
urges." 

"Don't we know it. He seems to have been behind most of English 
Literature, anyway." 

"If I didn't know you better, I would have thought that your comment 
was cynical, Chris." 

"Yeah well, who's this Jung when he's at home, Sir?" 

“You've heard of the words extravert and introvert?" 

"Yeah, course." 

"Well, he invented them. Heard of the phrase association test?" 

"Er, no." 

“When you Say the first thing that comes into your head to reply toa 
word said by your partner?" 

"Oh yeah. We played that as kids. Mr Jenner did that in Social Ed too. 
Well weird lesson, that one." 

"Well, Jung practically invented that also. And psychic coincidence, 
when spooky things happen in a patterned sequence: synchronicity, he 
called it." 


"Hey, my Dad's got a vinyl called that. The Police." 

"Sting got the idea from reading a bit of Jung. Lots of stuff we talk 
about now to do with myth and ritual and how important it is in our lives; 
the fact that male minds contain female attributes and vice versa. And lots 
more ideas." 

"Sounds like a bit of a brainbox." 

"Yep. But I only reveal him to year 13 students." 

"More difficult than Mr Freud?" 

"Most people think so. That's why he's not so obviously popular." 

"Does he do dreams? Like Freud I mean." 

"Yes. More than Freud actually. Hence the compensation analysis 
thing. He even evolved an ingenious method of art therapy when the 
patients drew out their dreams on canvas or paper and they learned how 
to analyse and interpret them with their own feelings." 

"Well, I bet Miss Arty Jones doesn't know about that." 

"Kathryn knows everything, you know that." 

"Sir, if I didn't know you better, I would have thought that was a 
sarcastic comment." 

"We teachers are never sarcastic, as you well know." 

"Yeah, right!" There was a momentary silence. "Sir, can I ask you 
something?" 

"Sure. The Doctor is in." 

"No, this is serious." 

"OK, I'm listening." 

"Well, I don't know quite how to put this. . ." 

"Wait. Is it about the gorgeous trio?" 

"Bloody hell! 'Scuse me Sir, but. . ." 

"How did I know? I am a male also, in case you hadn't noticed. I was 
also your age once. An even more amazing fact." 

"Yeah, well. What do you think I should do?" 

"About what?" 

"Well, about furthering my chances of closer contact, as it were." 

"Tricky one." 

"Well, what would you do, fr'instance?" 

"What would I do? If I was your age or my age?" 

"Is there a difference?" 

"Chris, I thought you were an intelligent chap." 

"Well, all I need is a bit of a chat up line." 

"Chris. Think of someone you know who pulls the women very 
successfully." 

"I'm thinking. But nobody comes to mind. Oh, Marcus Colby, in year 
13. He's been known to keep three or four hanging about on a string." 

"What's he got, then?" 

“Dunno. It's a mystery." 


"It's probably a mystery to him too. My point is that only you will 
know. OK, it's not much help. But here's another one. Cultivate listening. 
Ask her what she wants to talk about. Not obviously perhaps. But because 
there's someone there from another culture, ask about that. I mean, what 
do you know about Norwegian culture anyway?" 

"That's what I'm saying. I don't know anything, except they finished 
second in the Eurovision Song Contest last year. Or something. I'd have 
nothing to talk about." 

"So let her do the talking. Let her explain about her home and what it 
means. She's probably homesick, despite being with her friend." 

"Isn't that being creepy though?" 

"Not really, if it's sincere. And don't have any expectations if you can 
help it. Then you won't be disappointed. She might then still be a friend." 

"Yeah, but I'll be gone in a week." 

"She can be a pen-friend then. Might even ask that myself. Love 
getting letters from exotic climes." 

"Yeah, but I won't SEE her again." 

"Now you're whingeing, Popkid. But look, I'm no expert." 

"What, with the cross-cultural thing Sir? You seemed to be doing 
allright in the pub with your cultures, if I might be so bold." 

"You may be so bold, my boy. Whatever good it'll do you, or me for 
that matter." 

"Now YOU look despondent, Mr C." 

"Well, to be frank between you, me and the boogie-board, I'm 
suffering from a similar malaise." 

"Is that an illness, Sir? May-lays?" 

"It's a state of mind. A vague disenchantment with the wonderful but 
unpredictable female sex." 

"That's a bit sexist, if I may be allowed a criticism, Sir." 

"You're quite right. But I'll keep my pecker up until I find out what's 
really going on. As they say." 

"As the man said, it's good to talk, Sir." 

"Yes, well. See you at the dinner table." 

"Mr C, don't you fancy them? I mean, being a male and all that?" 

"Of course. But to what purpose, I ask myself. To you it's still a grand 
experiment, this sexual attraction business. To a gubber like myself, I 
realise I'm just a boring old fart to them. Why should I be any different?" 

"Maybe I'm a young fart then, Sir." 

"Quite possibly. Don't discount it. And now I shall perfect my 
imitation of an old surfing fart in the beginners' group, which I see 
gathering in some trepidation once more by the water's edge, underneath 
the watchful eye of our guitar-strumming instructor." 

"God. You heard him too, then?" 

"I did indeed. I also was serenaded. Even Jon Bon Jovi would turn in 


his grave." 

"He's still alive, Sir." 

"Perhaps it's John Lennon then. One of those guys." 

"You're having me on." 

"Yes I am. I too know who John Lennon really was. But it WAS truly 
awful. To whom was he singing, if this is a word I can safely use about the 
caterwauling of a bruised tapir cub?" 

"Whatever you Say, Sir. But play a guitar he can't, seriously." 

“Therefore I am tempted to seek alternative entertainment pleasure 
this or some other evening, when Mr Townsend deigns to let me have an 
evening off." 

“You mean the pub in the next village?" 

"Probably. Who knows?" 

"See you Sir." 

"See you Chris." 

A sound geezer, that Mr C. Weird when you thought about teachers 
having romantic problems though. To imagine him and Mam'selle Beauny, 
well Monique, well. . .doing it. And having arguments and stuff. And he 
looked, underneath the cheery chat, as if he was, what - missing her? He'd 
have to find out some more goss from Matt and the guys. 

Well, at least the waves were better. The wind, what there was of it, 
was Offshore. A chance to get back in the groove before lunchtime and the 
awful cheese and pickle sandwiches. He must eat them. His Mum would be 
disappointed in him - a "big growing lad"! He wondered when they would 
get his postcard. 


20: Sunday afternoon 


The corridor to the head's study was a dismal sight. A few kids sat 
around, looking like death warmed up. A couple of girls were crying 
quietly. A lad next to them wanted to, but couldn't. It was amazing how 
many of them turned up, hearing on the grapevine about Tim Dunkley's 


‘accident’. Sandra Stevens was still talking to people. She'd sent out fora 
sandwich: she'd been sitting here since about 7.15 am. She'd seen the 
local CID, plenty of pupils and hardest of all, Tim's Dad. He had been 
driven in by his brother, who lived locally. He was in a state - catatonic. A 
colleague already had him on tranquillisers. She had had to ring the 
mother: she wasn't coming in. 

Sandra had amassed quite a lot of information, which she had passed 
on to the police. It appeared that Mr Dunkley had often taken Tim along to 
the surgery, either to help him carry files or other information; or to set 
Tim up with the office computer to play on while he caught up with the 
paperwork. As a young kid, he had even taken Tim with him on his rounds, 
although strictly speaking it was frowned upon. Consequently the lad had 
picked up a lot about medical procedures. He knew how to apply a 
tourniquet, he knew a lot about needles, he knew about the various 
tranquillisers and stimulants and the required doses. He had probably 
become fascinated with the effects of the various legal drugs. Dr Dunkley 
had even, on one or two occasions, sent Tim on an errand to the surgery, 
which was near the house, to fetch a consignment of drugs. Tim probably 
didn't know whether they were for patients or his Dad's 'private' use. 
Whichever way, he must have become an expert. And because he was 
asked to go on these errands, he knew exactly which keys fitted which 
locks and how to turn the alarm off and on as soon as he opened or left the 
premises. His father kept the keys separate from his house and car keys so 
that if he lost one bunch he wouldn't lose everything, so it was a simple 
matter for Tim to liberate the surgery bunch on Saturday night. Then he 
had told him he was staying at a mate's house, pretended to pack some 
spare clothes and a toothbrush and he was away. It was the last his father 
saw of him, until he identified him on the mortician's slab the next 
morning. 

It began to look very much as though Tim's actions were deliberate. 
He had taken a massive dose of tranquillisers and had possibly choked on 
his own vomit. The time of death was approximately 3.45 am. The original 
time of 7.05 in the ambulance was misinformation, after the ambulance 
crew's report was mixed up with someone else's. There had been nothing 
anyone could have done once Tim had entered the building. As far as 
anyone knew, nobody had seen him do that. He might have been saved by 
the actions of a theoretical public-spirited citizen suspecting a burglary, 
but it seemed that Tim's luck had run out well before his break-in. 

Sandra Stevens had an interview and short press conference booked 
with a TV film crew at 2.30 pm. It would go out on the local early evening 
news. The whole of the Foster's Green area would then know and if there 
wasn't much of a snowstorm of scandal, intrigue or plain violence lined up 
for national consumption - and there often wasn't on a Sunday - she'd be a 
national figure by 9.15. Not the kind of publicity she wanted. She had tried 


to ring the contact number in Bulgaria but had received a series of bizarre 
sounding replies in what she could only guess was Bulgarian and one that 
sounded vaguely like German in a Russian accent. Once she got hold 
randomly of what could have been a local Bulgarian radio station, a heady 
brew of somnolent chat and stirring martial music. Did they still play that 
kind of propaganda? She wasn't unduly worried: it was only for Dennis's 
information. What could he do in the middle of the Balkans? What would 
he have done if he had been here anyway? 

She asked the umpteenth pupil whether they knew anything about 
Tim's drug habit. Another unhelpful reply. She assumed they were 
covering up, though to what end? Might she uncover an underground drug 
culture by overturning the stone of his death in this way? She hoped not, 
though was at the same time painfully aware that the school didn't really 
advise about drugs very meaningfully in its Social education programme. 
Owing to the recent round of further Government cuts and the pressure 
on all parts of the curriculum by the increase in time-allotment of Science 
and Maths, the education about sex, drugs and other so-called moral 
issues had fallen by the wayside. Teachers just didn't have the time or, 
frankly, the inclination to 'teach' these topics. Can you rely on someone 
whose only real expertise is in, say, French or Technology, to suddenly 
master the intricacies of the arguments for and against abortion, 
euthanasia, legalisation of cannabis and youngsters’ alcohol abuse? Most 
of the staff in this and other high schools were specialist in their subjects, 
not used to transferring their talents. And nobody was providing money for 
the real experts in Health and Social Education to be drafted in. Schools 
like Foster's Green High, who had been forced into the jungle of the 
marketplace by Tory education policies, had priorities a million miles away 
from Health'n'Soc. Ensuring their exam grades were high enough in the 
league tables to attract enough parents to place their children with the 
school was the main criterion for continued success: in truth, continued 
existence as an institution. 

At 4 o'clock she was going home, whatever happened. All this grief, 
all this confusion, over one boy's obsession, his stupidity. She had, in all 
honesty, little sympathy for him or his father. She had run across Tim 
previously of course, although he hadn't been an especially troublesome 
pupil. The one or two ‘incidents’ he had been involved in were relatively 
harmless infringements of the code of conduct. He had not been 
suspended or excluded for any more serious matter. A low-profile loner in 
fact. A typical kid to get into some sort of drugs problem. Well, at least one 
thing was certain: whatever any other pupil's relationship was to Tim's 
drug habit, he was on his own when he broke in, which made it more likely 
that it was a deliberate suicide. Death pacts are rare, despite their 
advertised notoriety: much more likely is the lonely boy successfully 
ending his life. And young males are three or four times more likely to 


attempt suicide than girls, and they are also more likely to succeed, so the 
police had informed her. It was at times like these that Sandra Stevens felt 
almost sorry that she was a teaching professional. It was messy and it was 
complicated, but then so were a lot of the problems one faced at school. 
However, this kind of tangled mess was different; it immediately brought 
out one's own and others’ value judgements in a way that was usually 
unfounded on fact, more than for other issues. Somehow the public gauged 
the quality of a school on how 'clean' they were - staying out of what the 
media understood as scandal, in other words. Well, she'd have to play this 
one down. Luckily, the Gazette wasn't printed until Wednesday, so it gave 
the school three days in which to attempt to calm things down. She wasn't 
feeling very calm now though. She remembered the look on Kathryn 
Jones's face: sullen resentment. She hated that look. If she was honest 
with herself, it was only because, in all other respects, Kathryn was a high- 
flying student that she didn't bring her to book. And the tears were 
plentiful too, perhaps slightly too gushing. What strange emotions a 
teenager's death brought out in everyone. 


All afternoon she lay in a daze. You couldn't call it sleep. She'd used 
up a lot of energy feeling shit-scared at school, after having not much rest 
after a more-than-usually active night out. But more than that, she had 
burned herself out emotionally in those few hours since Mum had entered 
her room. So many crazy thoughts had driven themselves through her 
head. Not only guilt over Tim's death either. Ever since she realised that 
her mother's message was true, since it registered as an irreversible fact 
in her consciousness, she had expected to feel that. It was a strong 
emotion, centred in her stomach and she was constantly feeling it, coming 
in waves both physically and mentally. But other stuff had happened too. At 
school she found herself grinning insanely at everyone she knew, some of 
whom had only heard rumours of the death and were searching for the 
truth in the situation. She couldn't help herself. Someone had said that 
people experience the feeling of great relief on someone's else death: the 
fact that it isn't you. That this is a socially unacceptable position to adopt 
was beside the point: people felt it in any case. And you had to confront it 
if you were to handle your grief. On the other hand, who was she anyhow? 
Not even a relative or close friend. She'd experienced loss before; some 
fairly close older relatives and grandparents had died. Maybe it was what 
everyone felt obliged to say; that it was such a waste when a young, 
potentially talented, person dies before their time. It wasn't even an illness 
or disease: he had thrown away his life, according to them. But Kate 
wasn't so sure. That Tim was the typical person to attempt suicide was 
only now, shockingly, apparent. No-one had mentioned this now obvious 
fact previously. Maybe it was because none of them had the sympathy or 
empathy or whatever it was. 


More nagging than any of this were the pictures. Images of Tim 
where she had seen him - in the pub, at school, sometimes walking in the 
street. Weirdly enough, the strongest images were from the time before 
she knew him to talk to: bizarre encounters in the high street, when she 
recognised him from school but was too embarrassed to say anything, even 
when she was with her friends. But then that happens with dozens of 
fellow students. You can't say hello to everyone you vaguely know or else 
you've never make it to your destination. Tim walking into Woolworths; 
being seen pacing down an alleyway which was a short cut between 
shopping areas; obnoxiously drunk at someone's birthday party and being 
asked to leave; sitting at a desk in school gazing out of the window; and 
more recently, in her A-level English classes, though for ages she hadn't 
said anything directly to him and he didn't say much in the lesson anyway. 
She remembered that Mr Clements had tried to turn it into a joke: he got 
so few male A-level students that he reckoned those few should speak 
more in proportion to the females, whom he labelled - in a self-admittedly 
sexist way - as much more talkative. 

She knew all these thoughts and images were stupid compensations 
for her grief: she was enough of an amateur psychologist. Though it didn't 
help to know the answers in theory when you felt like shit. 

At last she dragged herself out of bed. Repeated attempts by her 
mother to entice her downstairs with cups of tea and/or toast hadn't 
worked. She just didn't want to see them again. Why bother? She hadn't 
realised that they had both cancelled everything they had planned in their 
busy lives today to keep an eye on her. Even brother Tony had been co- 
operative: such a rare event these days that it took his parents pleasantly 
by surprise. He had agreed to spend the day and overnight at a friend's 
house and get a lift into school (he was involved in a cycling-round-the- 
county Activities Week), taking his kit with him. 

Kathryn picked up the upstairs hallway phone. She dialled Rob's 
number. She apologised for not phoning before and filled him in on the 
details. She even began to cry again, cursing amidst the tears. Rob was 
sympathetic; he hadn't heard the news yet, not knowing anyone else 
connected with the school that well, and suggested she rang Mrs Adams 
and ask her advice. What was happening to the Art week? Would it still 
run? Kathryn hadn't thought about this, but a lot of the kids taking part 
would have known Tim to some extent and she knew that Mrs A would be 
upset. She'd probably know already. Rob gallantly offered to come round 
and Kathryn accepted. She just needed some company that wasn't going to 
judge her actions. Rob was an unknown quantity though. Perhaps she 
should phone Darlene or one of her other mates from school, though 
somehow the fact that they were from school made her feel sort of 
claustrophobic. Rob was an outsider and wasn't tainted with this stench of 
death. She asked him to meet her in his car round the corner of the village 


street by the local pub. He said he'd be glad to cook for her if she felt 
hungry. She suddenly did feel pangs of hunger, she had to admit. She 
hadn't had anything properly to eat, all day. Breakfast had been a farce, 
and lunch she had refused. He arranged to meet her at 4 o'clock. 

She put the phone down. Suddenly everything seemly doubly 
desolate, just when she thought relief was at hand. Was it because she was 
now busy arranging a 'date' when she should have been shrouded in grief? 
Her emotions were going haywire. One thing thing she knew for certain: if 
she stayed another minute in this hole, she'd go crazy. 

She made her way downstairs and told her Mum, who was half- 
heartedly watching the TV, that she going out for a walk and not to worry. 
She just needed some fresh air. She even apologised for her outburst that 
morning. Her mother leapt up and held her tight, though Kate wasn't 
really comforted. She couldn't wait to go, but at the same time didn't want 
to upset her Mum, who looked very concerned about her. She told her 
again not to worry and walked quickly out of the house, having promised 
to ring her later. 

Outside it was scorchingly hot, seemingly hotter than at any time that 
summer. It was getting ridiculous: Kathryn couldn't remember the last 
time it had rained. The relatively cooling effect of lying in the house 
evaporated in a second. It was so oppressive, this heat - relentless. She 
walked aimlessly around the village and happened to walk past Mrs 
Simpson's house. She appeared to be snoozing on a chaise longue in the 
shade of the porch of her bungalow. 

Kathryn stepped in at the gate and walked up to the old lady. She 
gently held her shoulder to awaken her. The shoulder was thin and bony; 
she could feel the flesh moulded to the muscle and bone through Mrs 
Simpson's blouse. The old lady blinked open her eyes and shaded them 
with her hand. It took her a while to come round. Kathryn apologised for 
waking her up and said that she really needed to see her. As she said this, 
she could feel floods of tears welling up inside her chest and behind her 
eyes. Her nose creased up with pain: she couldn't hold it in. Somehow her 
unconscious need to say it all again, but properly and to a sympathetic ear, 
was the catalyst. Mrs Simpson looked up and asked her what was the 
matter. She guided Kathryn to a chair that she brought out from the 
kitchen. Kathryn sat dejectedly and told her what had happened. 

"It's not as though I've known him for years. He's not my boyfriend or 
big mate or anything. It's so weird. But I can't help crying every five 
minutes. In a way I don't want to, I hate him for dying. That sounds awful I 
know, but it's like his fault. All the fuss at school and all the teachers 
getting stressed out and everything, all over one kid's actions. It's terrible 
to think he just won't be there. For him, it won't be any more. Nothing. . ." 
She trailed off having exhausted herself with the effort of talking through 
the tears. It was different though. The old lady was simply listening. 


Kathryn could feel her concentrating on her as no-one else had done today. 
In comparison, everybody else had seemed to have been secretly fed up 
with it all. 

"And I keep thinking back to last night." She told her about the weird 
experience of the boy dressed in black and how the words 'Angel of Death’ 
had been practically engraved in her mind ever since. 

"It's not going to go away yet, my dear" said Mrs Simpson. "With all 
the further fuss that's bound to happen, and all the people who think it's 
interesting to know all the sordid details." 

"I know I'm going to have to face it all, just like everyone else." 
Slowly her crying subsided and they sat side by side in the two chairs 
looking out over the garden. Neither of them said anything for a long time. 

"God! It must have been so bad when you. . ." 

"When I lost William? My dear, no-one can prepare you for these 
things. And certainly no-one can help very much to take the grief. You have 
to live with it alongside you. Perhaps I still live with it. I have to admit I 
sometimes still talk to him as if he's here with me. But then a lot of people 
do that. It's because they can't let go of the idea that there's no company 
there any more. I suppose it's natural in a funny kind of way." 

"I feel as though I'm talking to Tim, sort of blaming him for blowing 
it." 

"I'm sure that's only to be expected." 

"But why do I feel stupid?" 

“Because there's nothing you can do. I can't bring my dear William 
back; neither can I bring back all the other people that are dear to me that 
have passed away. Don't forget I lived through the war, when all sorts of 
young people were dying, not only in the Forces, serving their country. It 
was almost a common occurrence. We became blase, you might say." 
Somehow her words put it into perspective. The fact that she wasn't 
judging Tim on how he died, or the possible suicidal nature of his death , 
was comforting. She looked at her watch and saw it was time to meet Rob. 
She suddenly became very nervous about seeing him and confided her 
thoughts to Mrs Simpson. The old lady glanced up with a smile. 

“You must find whatever comfort you can. You know this, really." 

"Yeah, I guess so. Look, thanks so much for listening. Can I drop by 
again, say tomorrow sometime? Will you be in? 

"Yes I shall, from about one o'clock. Will you be at school?" 

"T dunno. I hadn't thought about it. I suppose so. I should phone up 
the woman who is running the Art week." Mrs Simpson suggested she use 
her phone: her idea was gladly accepted. Kathryn rang the school. The 
secretary was still there, fielding calls from concerned students. Mrs 
Adams had evidently volunteered her services to counsel students who 
were upset; a number of other teachers had come in this afternoon and 
were doing the same. When she came on the line, she sounded very 


sympathetic and said that Kathryn should definitely come in tomorrow. In 
fact, as one of the project leaders and a relatively older student, she was 
depending on her for support. Whether or not this was intentionally 
flattering Kate, she didn't know. But it was good to know that things were 
going to happen as normally as possible. Another day at home she couldn't 
contemplate. She thanked Mrs A and the put down the phone. She said 
goodbye to Mrs Simpson and gently hugged her. She was so physically 
frail it made you wonder how she survived. The old lady told her she could 
come to see her at any time. 


They lay together on top of the bed. Their bodies were cooling off in 
the stuffy, airless room. The curtains, which had been pulled across to 
keep out the sun, were pale peach colour. Kathryn stared at them, thinking 
about nothing, her body completely at rest for the first time in days, 
weeks. She looked over at Rob, who was also staring, but at his chest-of- 
drawers. 

"It's funny" he said. "Do you ever see faces in these things? I mean, 
while you're straight and sober. I've just noticed this weird looking demon 
type of face. Though he doesn't look mean or violent. Just kind of dumb 
and like a gargoyle." 

"Yeah. There's a wardrobe at home that used to be in my room. Tony's 
got it now. I used to be so scared of it as a little kid, they moved it into his 
room. I thought the faces would come out of it at night and get me. There 
were loads of these things - far more than there actually were. I guess I 
must have invented some as well. But they only appeared, at least I only 
thought they appeared, just before I went to sleep. Aren't you s'posed to 
be more aware or something just before you go off to sleep?" 

"Yeah. So they say." They did some more creative staring. The plates 
of pasta lay half-eaten on the bedside cabinet, a bottle of wine with two 
glasses worth of Rioja swallowed half an hour ago. 

"I think it's just bollocks" she said. "All this stuff, fuckin' drivel about 
where you go when you die. It's just, just nothing. It can't be." 

"It's something for people to believe in." 

"So? What good's it going to do to believe in it? Where will that get 
you? I dunno, people talk so much crap sometimes. I can't believe it. Even 
that bloody Stevens was goin' on about it. The consolation, or something. 
Sorry, I'm soundin' off again." 

"It's OK. Have another cigarette." 

"Jesus, I haven't smoked in months, you know that? But it seems. . ." 

"Just the thing to do?" 

"Yeah. Weird, isn't it? Maybe it's my comfort. Plus. . ." She looked at 
his body, sweating delicately on the sheet. "God, I won't be able to look at 
you tomorrow, I really won't." 

"You won't have to. I'm not coming in tomorrow, remember? I make 


my debut appearance on Tuesday. Ladies first." 

"Oh yeah, I forgot. But I won't forget this sight in a hurry. . .Does it 
seem wrong to you?" 

"What?" 

"Well, that we've done it, sort of. . ." 

"When you're meant to be unhappy? No, I don't. I think it would have 
happened anyway, wouldn't it?" 

"I was hoping it would." 

"Yeah, I know." 

"I'm glad you had the condoms." 

"Did you doubt it?" 

"Well, I forgot." 

"I thought it was because you didn't want to." 

"I don't know what I wanted. I just kind of forgot. I actually brought 
them round the other day. I mean. . .when was it? Yesterday. Christ! Was 
that only yesterday?" 

"Yeah. Does it seem longer?" 

"Well, a lot's happened. Seems like weeks." 

"Did you really bring them round yesterday?" 

"Yeah. It's funny isn't it? Not that I want to be pregnant or anything, 
but it seems like Tim. . .well, dying - and this starting. It's weird, I don't 
know how to say it. It's like one thing stops and one thing begins." 

"Sex and death." 

"Yeah. It's like it's blasphemous to think about it, but. . ." 


",. .people do." 
"Yeah. Weird." There was a long silence while they smoked. "Tim, if 
you're there, mate, I just hope, I just hope. . ." But her words were washed 


away by thoughts. Thoughts of how strange everything had become. 
Beyond words. The need to think about saying them had ceased for a little 
while. She just wanted to be held. To have contact with another, 
sympathetic body. To be alone with someone who was another person, but 
her as well. The chest-of-drawers looked back knowingly. The Angel of Life. 


They received the message some time around 2.30. Pam Westbrook 
had taken the call: Atlas had been in the water and Clements was on the 
sun-block two-hourly circuit. She emerged white-faced from the office of 
the Surfing Centre and called out to Atlas. He came rushing out of the surf, 
full of energy and irritation. He didn't understand for a moment what she 
was on about. Then his face creased with what Clements, who was walking 
along the beach calling to students in the water to come out, thought 
looked like displeasure. He was soon to know also, as they conversed back 
in the kitchen area. Atlas wanted them not to be within earshot of any of 
the kids. 

“Damn shame. Who was he anyway?" was his evaluation. He meant 


what subjects the boy was taking. 

"He's in my A-level group" mouthed Clements. Then he suddenly 
realised he was using the present tense. "Was" he added, stupidly. 

"I taught him History in year 9" said Pam. "A quiet boy. Always did his 
homework though." 

"I think he regressed somewhat in the last year or so. I certainly had 
a lot of difficulty getting work out of him. What did they say was the cause 
of death?" 

"An oversose" replied Pam. "Broke into his father's surgery." Atlas 
looked up. "He was a doctor - a GP" 

"Bloody stupid" assumed Atlas, when he heard the rest of the story. 
“What was he so depressed about?" Depression wasn't a mood that Atlas 
could easily understand. You were either enthusiastic about PE or you 
weren't. If you were good at it, you were encouraged; if you weren't, you 
were ignored, unless it became imperative to ask something. School life 
was quite straightforward as far as he was concerned. 

"Probably something to do with the parents." Clements filled them in 
on the bizarre family history and then tried to tell them about the lesson 
last Thursday, but was unable to get through it all. Atlas obviously felt it 
was complete hogwash. Why should a play make a difference to how you 
felt? 

"Well, I'm damned if I know what we should do here" was his final 
Opinion. 

“Perhaps we should observe a minute's silence. I mean all of us, 
pupils as well." Atlas gave Pam a withering look. 

"Why? Was he a hero, this boy? Sounds like he was a waster. Look 
here, I don't mean to be unfeeling, but what can we do? I'm sure the staff 
at school are coping in the best way possible. Do you want us to cancel the 
week so we can return and look suitably glum?" This, for Atlas, was quite a 
lengthy speech, and Clements had had a chance to observe the man's 
bronzed cheeks puffing in and out with the indignation of supposing a 
mere non-PE person could generate such strong emotions. He suddenly 
disliked him intensely. 

"I think you're being very callous, Charles" said Pam. "At the least we 
should prepare ourselves to inform OUR students in the most sensitive 
way we can." 

"Of course of course, I'm sorry" admitted Atlas. "Though I still don't 
see what we can do." 

"I vote we should have a meeting just before dinner-time and simply 
tell the students the facts as we know them" suggested Clements. "Then if 
any of them need a bit of counselling, we'll just have to do the best we can. 
We should put it into perspective. There's no reason that the kids should 
feel any guilt. It sounds as though Tim made a deliberate attempt at 
suicide and succeeded. It won't stop me feeling badly about what I could 


and should have done, but it's also my duty to help these kids here to come 
to terms with it if they need to. We are in charge of their health and safety 
in all respects." 

"Yes yes, but I don't want to make a big melodramatic fuss. We'll get 
enough of that when we get back next week. You don't think this is going 
to die down, do you? The papers and TV will be full of it for days. The stuff 
will certainly hit the fan." Atlas looked dubiously at Pam. "Did he have a 
girlfriend? Will any of our girls need the fireside chat?" 

"I don't know, Charles. But don't worry, I'll look after that side of 
things." She smiled wanly. She had come on this trip to be near her mentor 
and protector, but this thing could change all of that. 

At around 4.45, the students began to troop in towards their caravans 
so they could towel off properly and sling on a tee shirt as ‘formal’ wear in 
the dinner area. Clements was behind the cooking area informing the 
three Sirens of the news. He felt distinctly uncomfortable and decided to 
keep to the facts for them as well. They seemed unaffected beneath the 
polite commiserations. Why should they feel anything? Tim Dunkley was 
nothing to them, just the name of an unfortunate schoolkid who was a 
victim of drug abuse. Clements was surprising himself too. Keeping his 
emotions in check seemed easy, suspiciously so. 

Just before dinner was served, when most of the kids were in the 
room, Pam asked for quiet. This had been the routine for this first day or 
two, in order to give out any notices that needed sharing with the whole 
group, and as in any 'class' the kids had quickly learned to ignore it and 
carry on their own business or sit in sullen silence. But today they had a 
shock, and one by one, they began to listen very intently as Pam started to 
speak. 

"Today, we have something very important to tell you, about a student 
some of you will doubtless know. This student, Tim Dunkley has met with a 
terrible accident, and you will I'm sure be shocked to know that it was 
fatal. We received a message from the school a couple of hours ago to say 
that he had died from an overdose of drugs sometime during the night. We 
don't yet know all the circumstances: for example, whether it was a suicide 
attempt, but let's assume for the present that it was an accident. Some of 
you will have known Tim well and be deeply affected by this tragic loss. 
One of the reasons for informing you all at once is that some of you will 
want to talk with us about your feelings, I'm sure." There was a stunned 
silence in the room, interrupted only by the muffled clash of pans and 
cutlery in the cooking area. "So we will be available this evening if you 
would like to talk with us. Please don't ring the school for more 
information, since they are currently inundated with calls. They have 
promised to let us know if there is any information that we need, in the 
fullness of time. This will obviously be a distressing time for us; and some 
of us more than others. I knew Tim personally and shall miss him. I 


thought it was appropriate that we all spend a minute of silence as a mark 
of respect for Tim. You don't have to bow your heads." There was some 
coughing and fidgeting as the minute inched its way round the face of the 
clock. Some students glanced surreptitiously at their watches as if time 
would perhaps go a little quicker if they did so. At the end of a minute, 
Pam indicated to them that they would be staying here for the rest of the 
week: there was nothing they could do directly to help the situation back 
in Foster's Green. A murmur went up from the kids. A couple of the boys 
looked somewhat red-eyed and left to go outside. Pam motioned to 
Clements. 

He checked them out. One was Ian Talbot, the other Chris Wilkinson. 
They both looked completely shell-shocked in their different ways. He sat 
with them for twenty minutes while they all talked through their shock. 
This was turning into a hell of a week already. 


It was just totally unfair. OK, the guy was a jerk sometimes, but 
weren't we all? I mean, he was just jerky in a more public way than most. 
According to Popkid, the guy probably couldn't help himself and he was 
one of those who had stood by and let all this crap happen. It wasn't good 
enough to suppose that there was nothing you could have done. It was 
shit. And then the thought came: what about all the other unhappy nerds 
you see floating around in the background at school? Shouldn't you be 
looking out for them too? People were such bastards, so selfish and he no 
less than the others. Fuck, it was weird. He just couldn't be there any 
more. You'd come back to school next Monday, or whenever, and there'd be 
no crazyman Tim. Everything would be the same, the publicity would 
probably have died down by then. Everyone would be thinking about the 
holiday and getting shot of schoolwork for six weeks. And yet there'd be 
something. Christ! He couldn't get that dream out of his head. Was it about 
Tim? Was it a weird premonition? He must have dreamed it about the same 
time roughly that Tim was shovelling in the pills. Luckily, Mr Clements 
hadn't thought he was a complete dickbrain when he mentioned it again, 
after hearing the news about Tim. He himself had had a dodgy moment 
when he woke up that same morning evidently, thinking back to that crazy 
English lesson last week. It's as though they were both contacted by some 
strange force. Though Popkid didn't even want to think about it. All too 
bizarre. 

Ian Talbot had been amazing though. He just sat there and listened to 
him and Mr C pour out all this crap about their emotions and just nodded 
sagely as if he was some wise old man. If anyone had bet on who would 
crack up, it would have been Talbot for sure: but he just stayed calm and 
listened. He even saw a few tears that Mr C had wiped away while he was 
talking about that English lesson. Christ, he realised now that even 
teachers have got those kind of wobbly emotions: he'd never thought about 


it much before. He felt really grateful to Ian, just for being able to soak up 
all the crap. It turned out that he had known Tim rather better than either 
of them. Tim had borrowed computer games and stuff from him in return 
for CDs. They'd even visited each others' houses for a while and hung 
around together back in year 11. But Tim's drink'n'drug excesses had 
cheesed Ian off, and he dropped their friendship. He wasn't into any of that 
- he preferred to stay sober. Bloody hell. At the moment it seemed a useful 
option. 

He didn't feel like eating, but went round the back of the eating area 
to the kitchen anyway. He didn't want to walk through the main area, in 
case anyone saw him. He still felt embarrassed about having walked out 
after the announcement. Stupid, but there it was. 

As he ate the lovely meal the three beautiful girls had prepared, in 
grim silence, Nina came over and touched him on the shoulder. 

"He was your friend?" 

"Sort of. Not close, but. . ." 

"I understand." 

"It's just such a waste. I mean, he could have been well, anything. . ." 
Her face was kind and reassuring. 

"It is a shock I know. No-one knows what to say." The three girls and 
Clements were sitting dejectedly at the other end of the table. "Perhaps 
time will heal the bad feelings." 

"Yeah. Thanks" he said. She patted him lightly on the cheek. "You 
must eat well at this time. To keep your body healthy while your mind is 
unhappy. Promise me?" She included the four others in her glance. 

"Yeah, right." He thought, ironically to himself, that yesterday he was 
full of plans to chat her up nicely, with all that might follow. Now, she was 
like an older sister, a comforter to be taken seriously. Sex and death, the 
dynamic duo. He smiled grimly as he remembered Mr C's comment from 
an English class concerning the two big themes in literature. Except Death 
was Batman and Sex was the sidekick Robin. Never had such an offhand 
remark seemed so true to Popkid as when he thought about it now. He was 
so taken with it, he got up, moved over to where the man was sitting, and 
repeated it back to him. Maybe he should have been surprised to see Mr C 
burst out into tears uncontrollably and be held like a young boy by Mad 
and the other girls. But he wasn't. It was so fucking true. 


21: Sunday evening 


"This is the five o'clock news from the BBC. Staff at the high school in 
the quiet market town of Foster's green in Buckinghamshire, were today 
trying to come to terms with the presumed suicide of one of their sixth 
formers. He was named as Timothy James Dunkley, a year 12 student at 
the school. He was found unconscious this morning in the surgery of his 
doctor father Mr Peter Dunkley, at the local health centre. A bizarre series 
of events led up to the death of the boy. Here with the details is our 
medical correspondent at the scene, John Spright. John, what have you 
been able to find out about the strange circumstances leading to this 
young man's death?" 

"Well Jenny, as far as the police and forensic scientists can establish 
at the moment, it seems that Timothy Dunkley broke into his father's 
surgery and took an unknown quantity of tablets from the drugs cabinet. It 
has emerged that his father often took him to the surgery and that Timothy 
knew the numbers of the keys to open the health centre front door, his 
father's surgery room and the drugs cabinet, all of which had separate 
numbers." 

"John, has it been confirmed that there is no foul play suspected?" 

"It appears that the young man was alone and that also the motive of 
theft has been discounted. His objective seems to have been to take an 
overdose of the tablets, on the premises. As you mentioned, he was found 
unconscious; he later died on the way to hospital in the ambulance." 

"I understand that you have been to the school as well. What's the 
atmosphere like there?" 

"The atmosphere at the school is, as you would expect, rather chaotic 
and confused. All day, dozens of Timothy's fellow students have been 
arriving at the school where they have been counselled by members of 
staff and also professional counsellors. There are a lot of upset people." 

"What sort of student was Timothy?" 

"By all accounts he was a popular and likeable boy who had plenty of 
friends, although he had been through personal difficulties at home. His 
parents separated two years ago. The former Mrs Dunkley, Timothy's 
mother, was killed in a car crash some years ago." 

"Thank you, John. Earlier this afternoon, there was a press 
conference at the school where Mrs Sandra Stevens, acting headteacher, 
read a short statement. Mr Dennis Brading, the head, is away in Bulgaria 
leading a School Activities Week party." 


"All of us here at Foster's Green High are stunned at the news of 
Tim's death. He was a well-respected pupil who had tremendous potential. 
We have yet to come to terms with this terrible news, and it will be many 
weeks and maybe months before the tragedy will sink in. It is particularly 
tragic in the light of the high priority the school has given to drugs 
awareness campaigns in the past few years. I wish to publicly thank all 
those people who have been supportive to us at this time, including the 
police and ambulance crews and I'm sure that the pupils would want me to 
thank them on their behalf also. Our thoughts go out especially to Dr 
Dunkley at this time of bereavement. Thank you." 

"Mrs Stevens, is it true that three years ago the school expelled five 
students for possession of cannabis on the school site?" 

"It is true that the school excluded some pupils at that time. Those 
pupils were re-instated when it was realised that they were not intending 
to supply the drug. All schools are aware that a drug problem exists among 
young people, and this issue is not confined to the inner cities." 

"There were several other questions asked by the assembled 
journalists, but Mrs Stevens declined to comment, saying that the school 
would be issuing a statement later in the week, after consultation with the 
governing body. John Spright reporting from Foster's Green High School, 
reeling from the shock of a student suicide today. . ." 


It was still very hot out on the beach when they emerged from the 
dining area. The students from the other school staying at the Centre that 
week hung around for a while and then gradually moved off for a final 
swim of the day. The Foster's Green kids talked to the other students; some 
of them were explaining who Tim Dunkley was and why the school 
probably faced a scandal. None of them really fancied the extra surf, 
except for Pete Sharpe and a couple of the other fanatics. Popkid, Ian and 
a few of the others tramped back to Popkid's caravan. They had planned a 
king session tonight, but nobody was in the mood. They sat around, in a 
desultory kind of way, without saying much. A few computer and surf mags 
were read; someone had a portable cassette player and put on a Nirvana 
record 'In Utero’. It somehow seemed appropriate. When Pete arrived later 
he proposed they split a block in honour of Tim but no-one was into it 
except the diehards. Popkid suddenly saw Pete as a crass bore, just normal 
except he smoked a lot of dope. It sickened him to think they might be 
celebrating the arsehole action of a confused person, however much he 
might have felt sorry for Tim. He wasn't saying that the messing around 
with dope that these guys were into was comparable: only to confirmed 
dopaholics like Sharpe. It was more that it reminded him of what was 
possible when substances of any kind were misused. After all, the legal 
drugs like fags and alcohol were much bigger killers - the stats proved it. 

In the end he crashed out early. He was knackered anyway from two 


and a half days of sun and sea. He needed the sleep. The day's events 
washed over him as he heard Kurt Cobain grinding out the grunge. It was 
sort of therapeutic. He'd never been a fan of that stuff but he could now 
see why people related to it. When you were feeling in the pits, there was 
good old Kurt and chums down there already, waiting to welcome you. 
They were always there - it was their home. Aren't you lucky you only get 
to visit? Patience would have to be a virtue this week. He slipped into 
forgetfulness. 


Clements checked it out with Atlas and Pam: they were staying 
around this evening (after the 7.30 jogging session, natch) and seemed 
almost relieved to hear him saying that he was heading for the pub. 
Perhaps they were hoping for some private passsion, caravan-style. Well, 
he didn't begrudge them. He could care less actually, at the moment. He 
just wanted to sit alone in a pub and drink steadily. He wasn't normally a 
big fan of drinking on your own but the mood suited. He felt mightily 
unsociable, though he didn't want to sit on the beach. It wasn't that kind of 
emotion. He needed, perversely, to sit where there were plenty of people 
and observe how lonely they were under the surface camaraderie. 

He shoved off up to the village and soon found the Lambskin. Even 
the effort of walking up the slope from the beach brought him out in 
copious sweating. The evenings were becoming almost as unbearable as 
the days. Where will it all end? Everyone's going to look leathery in about 
five years' time. 

He entered the Lambskin into a similarly profound silence to the one 
Matt and Popkid had experienced on Friday. But he didn't have the age 
problem they had. He ordered a pint of the strong ale on tap and sat down 
to read the paper he had brought with him. It was full of disasters and 
political struggles of all kinds. Why is it that when you're feeling low, 
everything else seems to reflect it? You wouldn't think so, just rubbing 
along from day to day. This-and-that government shooting innocent 
citizens for dissent, the Palestinians allegedly firebombing everywhere in 
sight and the royal divorce settled at last: what a load of crap. Even 
Swansea City had lost again, the fourth game in a row he noted. Jesus, it 
fitted in perfectly with his mood. 

He glanced up, over the top of his Independent. A couple of old boys 
were chewing the cud on the far side of the bar and an angry looking 
farmer-type was resuming a warmed-up discussion about the price of 
turnips or something, with a similarly clad younger farmer. It was probably 
due to the drink they were quaffing. As the ale took its hold, Clements 
began to mournfully drag over the past incidents in his teacher-student 
relationship with Tim. 

As he was returning to that fateful lesson and planning the brilliant 
things he would have said and done for about the eighth time, the door 


burst open and a crowd of people stumbled in. 

There was a lot of cheery mopping of brows and sweaty greetings 
aimed either at each other or the bemused landlord. Clements supposed it 
was some sort of coach party, although it posed the question 'where are 
they going?' You didn't go through Hoggle's Bay, only to it. 

Despite himself, he began to people-watch. Perhaps it was the 
depression caused by the news in the paper exacerbating his own feelings. 
He was still shocked at his outburst in front of those students earlier on. It 
had been completely unexpected as far as he was concerned. The Sirens 
had known better of course, and had assumed that he had known the 
unfortunate Tim Dunkley much better than he really did. It was deeply 
ironic that his fantasy when he first met them was to feel that anything 
would be worth getting some affection from them, in that spreading-the- 
seed male outlook that he slipped into sometimes, though he had 
eventually got the attention in a way that he would never have guessed: 
cracking up in a totally unconscious and ego-bashing blast of humiliation. 
He had to admit, that once he'd let it all go he felt, well not better exactly, 
but purged, cleaned out. So he was experiencing a variety of emotions as 
he sat there in the Lambskin. 

The people he was watching were an odd bunch to say the least. 
Most of them had earnest, loud voices which sent out signals straight 
away: trainspotters, anoraks and all those other wimp words that the 
ordinary mortal loves to label fanatic collectors. Or Christian evangelists, 
he wondered. He wasn't in the mood to be pounced on for possible 
conversion. He could always hide behind the Independent: it was big 
enough. 

Clements had always fancied himself as a proto-novelist. Which is 
what this game of people-watching aroused in him: a natural instinct to 
observe, to describe the funny quirks of human beings, in all their 
vulnerability and well, quirkiness. Comic possibilities suggested 
themselves to him; he wondered where the people came from, what their 
history was, who they had shared that history with; and what was waiting 
in store for them in a fictional future. After all, the future was always 
fictional, always up for the imagination's grab. But his puny attempts to 
put pen to paper, or in recent years finger to word-processor, had come to 
nothing. Apart from a voluminous journal which he wrote up ina 
haphazard way (maybe 2000 words in an evening blast and then nothing 
for a week, perhaps a few hundred words when tired) nothing had resulted 
from his fantasy. And most of this journal was autobiographical, not 
imaginative in any meaningful way. And would he be able to go through 
the grind of making his first two novels disguised autobiographies, in 
accordance with the Golden Rule of First-two-novels-writing, which 
seemed to beset even the famous writers? He'd tried short stories, mostly 
science-fictiony, though they were far inferior to the ones he read in 


magazines, so why bother? He supposed one of the aims was to get 
published - but how could he if his stories were comparatively crap? These 
feelings were mixed up with hypocrisy since he spent a good deal of his 
working life encouraging, nay demanding - in homework deadlines - 
pieces of creative work out of the nippers. So wasn't he being the teeniest 
bit patronising and hypocritical to not get down to the scribing himself? 
Occasionally a kid would ask if it was fair that they had to work their 
fingers to the bone to get this homework done on time (Sir) whereas Sir of 
course, never did any. Oh no, all he had to do was prepare the lesson, mark 
the stuff without falling asleep and drool spittle over it from the nodding 
head and goofy-in-sleep mouth. 

And there was always the good old English teacher excuse of time. 
There was never enough time. And yet other staff seemed to lead fairly full 
social lives in other areas: sailing, sports, clubbing and plain old couch- 
potatoing. He surely had the time and energy to sit in front of a blank 
sheet of paper or a blank screen of PC. But somehow it never happened 
properly. He always had something more pressing, like eat lots of snacks, 
or watch mindless TV, or catch up frantically with school work, or pop 
down the pub, or get some exercise under his belt (to make up for all the 
eating); or even, pick up a book and read it - the curse of the English 
teaching fraternity. It was awful, to have these excuses. It wasn't as if he 
was 'wasting' his energy chasing loads of women: since Felicity, sex energy 
had been untapped (well, apart from the occasional five-finger exercise 
lapse). And any idea of him renouncing the noble profession and taking up 
writing full time was preposterous. He knew he wouldn't have the nerve or 
bottle to hold out until he was accepted by a publisher. Anyhow, he was 
kidding himself. He wasn't a good enough writer, not for big money, for 
sure. But he still enjoyed people-watching. 

There was the loud bore of the party. Probably the President or 
Secretary or some other position starting with a capital letter, a self- 
important and outwardly loudly modest Cliff? Or Derek or Chris? He tells 
the stories that everyone's heard before, thinks he's the inspiration for 
members’ continued loyalty and buys the first round of drinks. And then 
there's the joke teller, who doesn't envy Cliff's position, since he has to be 
serious once in a while, and that would never do for the indefatigable 
jester in the court. This man - and it's always a man - has an indestructible 
ego and a trivia quiz knowledge of fairly obscure topics. He rehearses his 
set-piece jokes in front of a mirror: he lives alone, or more likely is 
divorced. He keeps up the old smile - through yellowing teeth - in a vile 
pretence of wit in order to ensnare any passing young woman (who all 
reject him of course). In the olden days - before 1958, in fact - he would 
have been the Army conscript who everybody had a good laugh with, and 
not at (this was an important distinction). But now, deprived of the 
acceptable mad persona sniping at the futility and sheer boredom of a 


Forces lifestyle, he had to resort to long surreal patters about travelling 
salesmen. From his point of view, you couldn't even tell jokes about 'Pakis' 
and the Irish without getting stomped on by politically correct women - 
and it was always women. 

Clements was letting his imagination go wild, actually getting into 
the heads of these people - or was it the beer? Here's another one. The 
loyal club wife, the appendage who keeps dutifully quiet or who twitters 
unenthusiastically at the bore's comments. She wishes she was at home 
watching the TV, leafing through some catalogues or being rogered by that 
nice fella five doors up the road who she saw at the swimming pool once. 
Instead of which, her husband is the club wimp, who never quite fits in 
with the others but is deluded into thinking that he's perfectly acceptable. 
And here's the old boy of the party. He has been a member for about 45 
years or he joined recently as an outlet for a potentially boring and listless 
retirement? We shall never know. There are one or two younger people 
hanging around. Clements knew that these fell into two types roughly: 
those who are old beyond their years (that is, they've lost the spirit of 
youth and have become boring much earlier than anyone else - although 
Clements also knew that the age limit for this was coming down all the 
time) or they had dutifully come along with their spouses or other older 
people (in its most nightmarish scenario, the parents) and who were 
manfully - or even womanfully - putting up with the crazy laughs and 
nervous communications that was the Birdwatching Club in full swing. 

And yes, it was that august body that Clements was observing. He 
quickly picked up on the language and the content of their conversation. 
Even those who met for pleasure in leisure have a code which says, 
approximately: thou shalt speak shop for at least 75% of the available 
time. 

Gradually, as they bought their drinks and drifted over to his end of 
the pub, Clements became more anxious. They had chosen ‘his' end 
presumably because the other was now more full of shouting farmers and 
general old boys. But he felt rather defenceless: he only had his 
Independent to shelter him from actual social contact. Perhaps he'd have 
another pint of this excellent ale and insulate himself a little more, 
alcoholically. 


Monique sat at her desk. She seemed always to be sitting there since 
many days ago. She was tired, she was exhausted. She had spent most of 
the day in the school building, trying to help the students understand the 
death of Tim Dunkley. She didn't understand, so was it any good to try to 
help them? She thought it probably wasn't, but she had attempted to 
counsel them anyway. Some of them were hysterical, others numb. Others 
had come along to look at everyone else and didn't feel anything. All 
because of some drugs. A part of her mind considered it to be crazy: she 


had never tried any of these drugs and didn't really understand the 
fascination. To be different, she supposed; to be excited; to escape the 
everyday reality. This she knew in theory, though not in practice. A lot of 
the terms the children used, the slang for different drugs, she didn't 
understand them. 

She had written her usual letter to Maman and had mentioned the 
affair in passing. What would her family make of it? Nothing, she guessed. 
What was it to them? 

Tomorrow, she would be glad to start helping at the art class, but she 
wondered if the feeling would be subdued. Tim was supposed to take part 
in this activity and his friends will be upset, she felt sure. 

She reached over and turned off the radio. Early to bed tonight. For 
the first time in a while, she thought about John. Had he received her 
letter yet? Of course not, there had been no post today. Tomorrow he 
would know. She hoped she had not been too strong: she knew most men 
were unable to take strong messages from women without being emotional 
themselves. Three and a half weeks to go: then the magic journey back 
home. She might need to be more and more patient as the day 
approached. 


Was this ale only 5%? Clements strained to look at the list chalked up 
behind the bar. 5.6% perhaps? What was it he was drinking? Deacon's 
Tipple? Old Bogshead? Ashy Revival? He thought he'd drunk three pints, 
although it might have been four. The landlord had persuaded him to try a 
different one each time, pretending that he wanted his expert opinion on 
each one. Just a ruse to make him buy more, that's all. And maybe the 
combination was extra potent anyhow. He had fallen in to several 
conversations with these funny bird club people. They had told all sorts of 
mildly amusing tales about hides and marshes and lesser-spotted this-and- 
thats. He hadn't been able to follow all the technical details. He had known 
nothing about wild British birds before this evening and he knew it was a 
solid bet that he wouldn't know anything much when he woke up tomorrow 
morning either. 

As he returned to where he thought he was sitting, he found himself 
standing. Where was he before? Two women were perched on his 
sweatshirt anyway. 

"Oh sorry, is this yours?" one of them said. 

"No problem, no problem" swayed Clements. "Probably won't need to 
use it. Too hot. . .for comfort." 

"It certainly is" said the other. "Just what I was saying. Too hot for 
comfort. Wasn't I Angie?" She gave Clements an intense look. "Well, I've 
sat on your paper as well." This sounded very funny to Clements, who 
nearly spilled his beer. 

"Rubbish anyway" he said. "Very dressing, I mean depressing. 


Swansea lost. Again." 

"Sorry?" said Angie. 

"Swansea. . .City. Football. They lost, always losing." Clements looked 
morose. The other woman offered Clements nine inches of space between 
her and the next person. Clements looked around. How did the bar become 
so crowded? "Who are all these people?" he asked, of no-one in particular. 

"Who knows?" said the first woman. "One would have thought 
Hoggle's Bay a quiet backwater of fierce interbreeding and silent fishing. 
But who knows?" 

"Are you birdwatchers? All of you?" Clements was trying to be polite. 

"All of us two". 

"Speak for yourself, Carole. I'm a birdwatch widow myself." 

"Angie's boyfriend's wandered off somewhere. Hope he's still not out 
there twitching" said Carole. "Actually I'm not totally into it either, but I go 
on these excursions with Tom and his friends to get some fresh air and a 
bit of company. And the drinking of course. An integral part of the 
proceedings. Don't you think, Ange?" 

"If you say so. I wouldn't care if I never saw a wagtail thingy again in 
my life." 

"So what do you like to watch?" said gallant Clements. 

"Um. The beach. The beer? The men?" 

"Angie is very wise in her choices", was Carole's opinion. "I'm a bit 
older, as you can guess, so I just go for the beer these days." Angie looked 
at her and guffawed. "Well allright, some of the men. And why are we 
telling you our secrets?" She winked at Clements. "Because you're a 
Deacon's Tipple Man, and we can spot a pal a mile off, can't we Ange?" 

"Certainly can." 

"Siddown then" suggested Carole. "But you're not a watcher, so what 
brings you..." 

"Surfing." Clements burped. "School party. Whale of a time. But Tim's 
died." 

“That sounds a bit drastic. Are you sure about that?" replied Carole. 

"At school. Overdose. Knew him a bit, taught him. Nice boy, bit of an 
unpredickable character. Bloody shame. Fuckin' shame actually. 'Scuse 
me." 

"No problem" said Angie. "When did it happen?" 

"Heard today. Don't wanna talk about it really. Don't know why I 
menshoned it." 

"Poor old chap" said Carole. "Well, we all have to go, but so young." 

"Fuckin' shame" muttered Clements. "Cut up. Can't handle it. Had a 
drink" he explained. 

"Yes, definitely. Well, you stick around. The Bird Club (Beer Section) 
will look after you, friend. So what's the surf been like then?" 

"Pretty flat. Wind up tomorrow. Should be good. Kids are great, no 


problems. Well, sunburn. I'm the sunblock monitor haha." 

"He's the sunblock monitor. That's cute", from Carole. 

"Have you got any on you? I'm somewhat burnt up today. Forgot to 
bring mine in from the minibus" laughed Angie. 

"Angie! That's no way to talk to the gentleman." 

"No no, 'squite allright Karen. I did have some in. . .where was it? 
Back pocket I think. Hold on. Let me. . ." He struggled around with his 
hand slithering in and out of his pocket. "Could you. . .I can't. . ." Angie 
reached in the back pocket, only to find a few petrol receipts and a bent 
library ticket. There was much laughing at their table about the antics of 
the young women and Clements. 

"Musta lost it. Christ, wonder who's it is? Got 'em labelled. Kids’ 
names. Two hourly roundup. Missed some" he said, mournfully. 

"Never mind. Have another drink. How about some Hogwash?" 

“Pardon. What?" 

"She means Hogwash Ale. It's quite strong though. Six point seven 
per cent." Angie knew her percentages. 

"Jolly decent of you. Excellent beer. Best for a while. Cheers." When 
Carole was gone, Clements glanced at Angie. 

"Old cliche. But I'm famous for 'em. D'you birdwash here often? I 
mean, is it a one-off?" 

"We're on holiday, bigtime. Well, it's ten days. We've been here five 
already." 

"Same as us, nearly. 'Joying yourselves?" 

"Well, some of us are. The birdwatchers I mean. Some of us are 
bored. . ." 

"Shitless?" 

“You took the word out of my. . ." 

"Mouth." 

"Very good. Yes. But I don't know why I'm moaning. Anything to get 
away from Nuneaton for a few days." 

"Um." 

"You ever been there?" 

"Um?" 

"Nuneaton. In sunny Warwickshire by the sea." 

"Um. ..can't say I have. Near Birmingham?" 

"Might as well be. It's all one big sprawl now." 

"Um. We're from Foster's Green. Bucks. Leafy suburbia. S'posed to 
be. Leafy inner city really. So your boyfriend's a spotter?" 

"Yeah. Twitcher. Tell you the truth though, er, what is your name by 
the way?" 

"Um sorry. Shoulda introduced myself. John. John Clements. English 
teacher at your service." He made a little mock bow. "Carry on telling the 
truth then." 


"What? Oh yeah. No well, we're not getting on too famously at the 
moment. Think he fancies someone else actually. Some good looker at his 
office back in sunny Nuneaton." 

"So he's brooding about a bit here. Um?" 

"You've got it in a nutshell. Ignoring me. But that's allright." 

“Course. Independent woman. Why should you care?" 

"Yeah, right. Expect you're missing your loved ones, being away this 
long?" 

"Haven't got any." 

"What, nobody? What do you mean?" 

"Flissty went off me. Ages ago. I'm a teacher. Haven't got time for 
love or lust. Like this French girl, but probly doesn't like me." 

"How d'you know?" 

"I know. Male intuition. Dear John. I can feel it." 

"Dear John?" 

"Dear John letter. Classic way to dump your boyfriend. In the army." 

"Right, I see." 

"Don't know her anyway, really. Just met her. Well, known her for nine 
months, not well. Coupla walks in the moonlight." 

"Very romantic. Sounds confusing. Anyway, I'm giving up being in 
love. It hurts." 

"It does. You're very right. You're OK. Female wisdom. Sophia." 

"Right, even though you're rambling. Is Sophia her name then? Very 
posh. Doesn't sound French much though." 

"Sophia?" 

"Yeah. You just mentioned her?" 

"Oh yeah. Ha, no. Sophia, Greek goddess of wisdom. Can't remember. 
Oh yeah, Monique. Bloody stupid name anyway. Fuckin' French. No 
nuclear tests." 

"Yeah, that's right. It's politically not on, is it?" 

"Yeah, bad business. Was conned. You know, the toothy smile." 

"Well, never having been in love with a French woman. . ." 

"No no. A woman of your intellect and charm. . ." Carole returned 
with the drinks. 

"Drink up now, stranger. Time gentlemen please is soon ." 

"Well cheers. Here's to all birdwash widows. . .and widowers. Keep it 
correct, my boy." 

"And to surfing teacher widowers" added Carole, who had overheard 
the last few exchanges. 

"And Jacques Chirac. Up his arse" said Angie. 

"Ange, that's rather rude. Has our friend been corrupting you while 
I've been bringing home the bacon?" The two women went into a huddle 
and Angie was whispering in the older woman's ear. Clements looked on, 
bemused. It certainly was loud in here. And swimmy. Definitely very 


swimmy. He glanced at Angie. She was quite tall, probably taller than he 
was. Five nine, five ten? Short black hair, very strong-looking arms, almost 
muscular, nice open smile. Um. Turnips, what was the other one? Fuckin’ 
Julius X Caesar, fuck off. Ha ha. The two women were laughing their heads 
off about something. 


22: Sunday night 


Well, that's number four. And very nice. His legs were well, a bit 
hairy, though that was allright. He did have a lovely bum. Funny that it's 
‘arse’ when they've got their trousers on and 'bum' when it's uncovered. 
And his little todger well, it was. . .pretty. The other four or five she'd seen 
were Ugly Uglovich, knobbly or spotty or something wrong with them. His 
was Standing up to attention already as they scrambled out of their 
clothes. He obviously wanted her. Umm, it was a nice creamy feeling: to be 
fucked by a man who really wanted you. And she had wanted him too, 
despite everything, despite the lousy day it was and all the tragic things 
that had been happening. It was so therapeutic, to be fucked. She must 
use this in the future when depressed. And he smelled nice too: no stupid 
Lynxy body spray or fancy perfume. Just clean man feeling sexy. When she 
compared him with the other three, he came out way on top. In fact, two of 
them she'd prefer to forget straightaway: spotty Tom in year 11 after a pub 
crawl and madman Julian, the ageing guitarist. Why had she gone with 
either of them? Tom Garraway - he had nice hair, though when she 
thought about it now, that seemed to be his only redeeming feature. Last 
summer fumbling around in the park. She had given him the old cream 
relief a couple of times, but he insisted on his 'conjugal' rites in the 
missionary. She had obliged after a particularly heavy drinks session, when 
she was just sober enough to make sure the condom was on properly, but 
loose in the head for it not to be too painful. But once was enough with the 
spotted dick. After severe counselling from Darlene, she told Tom it was all 
over. He was still keen to get tossed off though. He had tried to flatter her 
by saying she "had sexy hands" - where do these young boys get their 
ideas from? Who are they kidding? Julian though, was a different bunch of 
ball games. She never did find out how old he was, though it was probably 
as much as 30. He had long hair too, and was sort of into post-punk and 
bluesy stuff. Darlene was at least impressed that he owned some musical 
possessions, though of course, when she discovered that he was married 
that was it. Kathryn stuck out for a couple more weeks, but even she had 
to admit it was a hopeless cause. She didn't even like him really, but he 
was tall and had a fantastic tape collection, examples of which he lent her 
on request. Mind you, the whole thing wasn't happening more than a 


couple of months. All those sneakings around after the gigs in the backs of 
vans and on strange mattresses in friends’ flats. She certainly observed a 
lot of the surrounding suburbs in a short time. Ultimately she realised that 
he was more intent on preserving his ego and keeping his wife from 
finding out the awful truth. After all, he had been successful at holding the 
awful wifely truth from intuitive Kathryn for such a long time. His body 
wasn't great either: too white and bony. He'd be a stick-like old man in ten 
years. What was the point? 

Then there was Bernie, of kicking cars fame. At least he was single, 
not even a divorcee. And she could see why, after a while. The best in bed 
so far and it was a bed as well, inside a flat, his own flat! Fucking under 
bushes and in other draughty places had become passe with the advent of 
autumn. But Bernie too had become obsolete. He was really just one of the 
lads and she suspected she chucked him because he wasn't paying her 
enough attention, well not the right sort. He knew nothing about Art for 
example, which wasn't unusual for a bloke, but this one couldn't tell a 
Mondrian from a London bus, a de Kooning from a Tarantino. What a slob 
too! In and out, in and out and it was all over in a flash. No chance for Kate 
to Kum, not that there had been with the others. Didn't men think about 
these things? So Bernie got the Boot. He was angry for a while and phoned 
up - which was strictly forbidden. The wrinklies found out and there was 
music to face (a sort of Mantovani with barbed wire as she liked to 
imagine it). Definitely no-no to Premature Ejaculation Man after that. 

There had been a recent episode or two with more junior types from 
the local college whom she had met at an obscure music club out of town. 
But she had decided to put her hand on her ha'penny for a while. Nobody 
was going to get their dick wet inside her, thanks very much. Though both 
of these guys were panting for it she had to admit. Ben and Roger, a pair of 
idle loafers. They knew each other also. On one forgettable escapade, after 
a mad party miles out of town at some weird farmhouse, she'd bedded 
down with both and done the double light fantastic with those 'sexy hands'. 

Trouble was, she could never trust men to touch HER up ina 
satisfactory way. Your own finger-stroking was so much more well, 
satisfactory. The fact that she had never come with a man inside her didn't 
bother her unduly. She knew it would happen eventually and not 
necessarily with a 'Mr Right’ type either. In this case, her and Darlene, and 
for that matter most of her so-called friends, parted company. She knew 
she was going somewhere in the world, starting at University and then on 
hopefully, into the glorious Art World of Delights, and she just knew that 
there were loads of interesting Guys out there just waiting to try their luck 
on an intelligent, Art Guy type of woman. Why should she succumb to the 
local yokel twerps? 

Of course, this had all been altered by events of the last few days. But 
what a relief it was to be fucked by someone who wasn't a nerd, loser or 


egomaniac. The thing she liked the best, she considered as she lay in her 
bed, not really wanting to go to sleep was that, although the man was 
obviously mad with desire for her, he took the time at least to have a go at 
making her feel good. Foreplay was a concept he had thought about once 
in a while. Because she had nothing much to compare it with, she wasn't 
sure how magic his fingers were. She did feel quite fruity when he 
massaged her insides. In the end though, she was as impatient as him and 
she punched him to get little Johnny Rubber out. Christ, what a relief! 
Filled up to the brim with the big prick of someone you like. She could get 
used to this. 

But what a day. Was it really less than 24 hours ago, she was awoken 
by her mother and given that awful message? What would tomorrow hold? 
Could she stand the pace? In a way she hoped tomorrow would be boring, 
just so that she could catch her breath, but there was no chance of that. 
The beginning of Activities Week at school and all the mindless hubbub 
that was bound to happen in the wake of Tim's. . .what? Oh Tim, why did 
you do it? I could have helped you, you fucking crazy man, why did you 
have to blow it so badly? You could have had so much. Oh fuck, what's the 
use? Won't do any good. Just be callous. Just grab your own life and make 
sure you never ever get into that frame of mind yourself. Just live it. If you 
must think of Tim, let him teach you to never be that depressed, never to 
want to lose your life that easily. 

She didn't blame him. She didn't know what had gone on in his head, 
what crazy thoughts had propelled him to this terrible disaster. Why 
should she judge him? He just lost it, that's all. He just didn't have the will 
to live. He'd had enough. It still wasn't satisfying though. Death just didn't 
go anywhere, it didn't lead to anything. No matter how much you thought 
about it, it slipped out of view, out of grasp. Hamlet was right: the 
undiscovered fuckin' country, from where no fuckin' traveller ever fuckin' 
returns. 

Finally, the tears welling up again now weren't for Tim, they were for 
herself, for anybody. Tim would perhaps have approved. 


Popkid snored. He was well out of it. He was part of a snoring 
consortium. An occasional silent fart was let loose in the caravan. Malc 
was refereeing an especially nuclear encounter between Newcastle United 
and Plovdiv Dynamo. Popkid wasn't dreaming at all: that came later. Sweet 
slumber of youth, before tomorrow's awakening. 


A light breeze blew over the clifftop. He lay with the clouds swirling 
gently in a circle above him. Her mouth a sweet and sticky smoothing 
world on top of his mouth. Her tongue was keen to plaster the back of his 
throat; arms gripped him vice-like. He surrended: what was the use? She 
talked dirtily into his right ear: she loved to fuck in a public place, the 


more public the better; she liked to be fucked by men with big dicks; she 
loved her tight cunt to squeeze a man dry; she liked to piss on men's faces 
and feel the spray of men's piss on her back. He wondered swimmily if he 
had taken on more than he could chew, so to speak. He might even have 
declined her charms for fear of physical harm, but he knew he was as 
horny as hell, undiminished even by the large consumption of alcohol. The 
night air, close as it was, was beginning to sober him up nicely. She had 
her big hands all over the place now, scratching and pulling things up and 
down. 

Where was everybody else? He didn't remember getting there. Her 
friend had returned to base, the louder and older one. It was a set-up, a 
pick up. The girly whisperings: the 'let's-tie-this-one-up-for-a-laugh'. There 
had been a lot of giggling and fumbling which he couldn't remember very 
well. Now he didn't know whether to laugh or cry, though some extreme of 
emotion was bound to happen. Very soon. 

She tut-tutted when he confessed: no condoms. Now he would have 
to use his fingers, and as she guided him in and out he realised she'd 
stepped out of her shorts and she was making him grab her wetness. 
Knickers on: she like it that way, she whispered, oh yes. As he attempted 
conscientiously to concentrate, he offered up a prayer to the combined 
Roman armies of Sir J Caesar and all the organic vegetable kingdom. 

After what seemd like barely 20 seconds (he could have been wrong - 
the sky had only swirled a couple of times round) her hands suddenly 
gripped his arm even tighter and pain shot through it like a bullet. She 
yelled out in a completely random fashion, but the vowel sound 'O' was 
prominent. It seemed to go on for a very long time. One and a half miles 
away, people turned over in their sleep and murmured 'shuddup' to their 
dream-surprised partners. A larger megaton bomb than usual rained over 
the Newcastle ground. Then she let go and his arm returned to some kind 
of semblance of what an arm's shape should be. 

She stretched out those arms lazily. He could see her nipples erect 
under the surface of her sleeveless vest. Her arms really were magnificent. 
He lay there admiring them. He had always had a big thing for women who 
were stronger than him. Actually gone out with one or two. Did Angie work 
out or was she naturally this muscular? She shone with sweat in the 
moonlit darkness. He wanted to lick her arms they were so delightful. So 
he did. She purred and purred blowing out whistling breaths. At last her 
hand reached out towards his own shorts, impossibly bulged with his own 
desire. As she plucked out his penis, it was as though the world opened up; 
her hands knew what to do; this was gorgeous, no need for anything else, 
the steady rocking rhythm of human desire. One of her arms outstretched 
on the grass, her face, looking away, buried in the pit of her arm, her 
other hand working him slowly and then, more slowly. 

The relief he felt was the emptiness of explosion. There was bubbling 


laughter as she claimed his desire. Jet after jet, the time had been so long. 
As he knelt there, head bent down now, body exhausted, the sky still 
swirling, it all seemed suddenly worthless, absurd. He felt like weeping. 
And he did. The tears ran freely. He couldn't help it. His tears for himself, 
for Tim, for this woman he didn't know, for the worthless exchange of sex 
which drove their minds on from day to day; for her boyfriend whoever he 
was, unknown to him; he was somewhere out there too, being worthless. 
He wept for all the deaths, all the unwanted life. . . 

"Johnny Boy, you got to learn to lighten up.. ." 

“Unnnhh." 

"Now John, you got to pop into the local friendly chemist's tomorrow 
and buy some of those little rib-ticklers. You know it makes sense. You'd 
like to do that for Angie?" 

"Unnh." The ridiculous things people say to each other: hopeless. 

"And then, we got to meet again in the jolly old Lambskin." 

"Unh. Atlas." 

“Whatever you say, Mr John. I dunno what you haven't been doing, 
but you had a lot of cash in the bank. You sure you got any left?" 

“Unh-huh." 

"Well, see if you can find any more for tomorrow. This time for 
Angie." He collapsed on the ground and buried his head in her armpit. It 
smelled nice there. Like home. "Why do they always fall asleep bloody 
immediately?" she wondered to herself. 


23: Monday morning again 


A beautiful dreamless sleep. He had been purged. What was it that 
bloke Aristotle said? Catharsis. He felt catharised? Something like that 
anyway. He should remember to tell Mr C about it; he was always banging 
on about how catharsis was something that happened in ordinary people's 
lives as well as the great heroes of Literature, and he wasn't just talking 
about going to the theatre either. Well, it had happened to him. He'd 
sometimes wondered why the hell he was studying English at A-level; he 
liked reading and all that, though not the heavy classics English teachers 
were always telling you to read. Hamlet was OK, he liked it: it was sound 
stuff and a good storyline. But for the first time, catharsis was on the 
ordinary thinking agenda as Popkid woke up. No dreams - or so he 
thought. And he felt cleaned up in his brain. It must be really early. The 


others were still snoring away. 

After a quick stand-up wash at the caravan sink, he looked out the 
window. It was easier on the eye than looking round the caravan. The 
place was a tip for sure. Loads magazines, cassette cases, dirty clothes, 
beer cans and unforgivably, signs of a heavy session having taken place. 
This was not excusable. S'posing Mr Townsend or either of the other two 
poked their noses in, as they were quite likely to. Mind you, Mr C probably 
wouldn't notice, but Atlas Townsend would flid. That would be the gnarly 
end of everything. Feeling virtuous, and promising himself to give the 
other guys a good bollocking later - he didn't feel like spoiling his 
excellent mood right now - he moved around the caravan, clearing up the 
offending skins and bits of tobacco and chucked the beer cans in the 
rubbish bin provided. 

He remembered that it was his turn to help with the sandwiches 
today: still another 45 minutes to peanut butter spreading time. He was 
going to revitalise his life. Starting with this week: starting right now in 
fact. Number one, he would really hone up those surfing skills; number 
two, definitely become a sound vegetarian, no back-sliding; number three, 
keep a bit more fit; number four, lay off the weed; number five, tone down 
the beer consumption (no sense in becoming a complete holy man); 
number six, pull a brilliant-looking woman. Well, perhaps not the last one. 
But he could practise his chatting-up skills with the three lovely 
Scandanavians. And you never know, something might come his way yet - 
they did like him, especially that Nina girl. She was so gorgeous. 

Perhaps he ought to write them down: he'd be bound to forget them. 
And then he thought about Tim again and he remembered Mr C's terrible 
crying fit yesterday. Christ, he did feel sorry for him. He looked as though 
he had taken on the cares of the world. Why did he blame himself? It 
wasn't his fault. Number eight, or whatever it was, he had lost count: he'd 
take Tim's death to heart. He'd think about it; he'd face it down without 
flinching; he'd use it to improve his own life, use it to never get in that 
same position himself. He didn't blame Tim, or think any less of him: it 
would be a yardstick of how not to make the same mistake. Tim's death 
wouldn't be in vain, if only for others to stop and think in a similar extreme 
situation. He felt a shiver down his spine - felt suddenly a connection with 
that greater force. He felt as if he had chances and should take them - felt 
humble yet not humiliated. Life was superb, in reality. He just needed to 
jump in. 

As he wandered out of the caravan, the heat hit him. Jesus, it was 
only seven o'clock. But at least it wasn't so bad as later on in the day. He 
could see Mr Townsend and a couple of students talking by another 
caravan. Miss Westbrook was coming out of her caravan to meet them. She 
called him over. 

“Want to come for an early morning jog, Chris?" 


“Hadn't really thought about it. Just got up early." 

"Well, we're leaving in a couple of minutes. The seven a.m jogging 
club" she smiled. Usually Popkid wondered how people could be jolly at 
absurd hours of the early morning, though today it was in tune with how 
he was feeling. 

"OK" he replied. "Why not? I'm no good though. You'll leave me 
trailing behind, Miss." 

"I doubt it Chris. I'm normally the one who puffs and pants behind 
the real experts. Here." She pointed at Mr Townsend. He laughed at the 
compliment. 

“You'll be company for her. Come on, time to go. It'll only get 
warmer." Townsend set off with the other students in tow. Fez and a couple 
of her admirers. He wondered if they really liked jogging or were wimping 
after her at every opportunity. The snares of love. Or was it lust? He felt 
silly jogging along with Miss Westbrook. He'd never talked with her 
before. She always looked a bit quiet and shy, but she was allright. Also, 
he'd always tried to skive off on the cross-country runs, even though he 
probably could have secured a good score. It just didn't seem worth it and 
they always came round at times when he just wasn't feeling in the mood. 
But now, fitting in with her stride, he felt good. 

As they climbed up the path out of the beach area she said, in an out- 
of-breath way: "after this first bit it gets easier. Along the cliff top, down 
into the village, a quick circuit and back to base. Twenty minutes 
maximum for me!" They laboured up the steep path and decided to stop 
for half a minute at the top before continuing. 

"Good grief!" said Miss Westbrook. "There's a body or something over 
there. It's a man. Is he asleep?" They jogged over to where he lay. Popkid 
saw with surprise that it was Mr Clements. Blimey, he looked weird. Hair 
all scruffed up, stubbly around the chin and his shorts were at a strange 
angle. He had his sweatshirt as a pillow and there was another one draped 
over him like a blanket, only it covered just the top part of his chest. He 
looked in a bad way. 

"Shall we wake him up?" he said. 

"Perhaps not" she replied. "He probably wouldn't thank us." They 
walked on for a while. 

A thought occurred to Popkid. "D'you think the others noticed him?" 

"Probably not. I don't know actually. They didn't stop like we did. And 
he's semi-hidden by those bushes. Chris, maybe we'd better not tell Mr 
Townsend." 

"Will he get into trouble?" 

“You never know with Mr Townsend." 

"What d'you mean, Miss?" Popkid acted ignorant. She chose not to 
respond to his question. "What happens if they see him on the way back?" 

"That's a point, Chris. Let's wake him up then. He might prefer not to 


be here. They'd have a better view of him on their way back anyhow". They 
walked back to where Clements was huddled. 

"John, wake up, wake up!" 

There was little response except a muffled "Unh, 'las" and a groan. 
They tried again, Popkid trying a polite "Mr C!" as loudly as he dared. 
Slowly, Clements sat up, looked bleary-eyed around him and fell back 
again on the ground. 

"This is no good" said Pam. "He looks as though he's got a hangover. 
This definitely wouldn't go down well with Mr Townsend. We'll have to 
manhandle him." 

They took one arm each. He groaned out what sound like "engine" or 
something and then "arms" or was it "arse"? He finally staggered to his 
feet and stared at them as if they were complete strangers. After a while, 
as he focused his eyes painfully, he recognised Popkid. 

“Popkid, it's you. I mean Chris. Unh." Popkid duly looked askance at 
Pam with embarrassment. "Pam! Christ. Atlas? I mean, Charles?" 

"Gone jogging. . .ahead. . .of us" said Pam in an exaggeratedly loud 
voice and slowly, as if trying to talk to a deaf person. "He'll be back. . .this 
way. . .soon. . .ten minutes." 

"Unh. Gotta go. Get a wash. Whose sweatshirt? Unh God. Engie. 
Christ. Unnhh!" He reached for his shorts and pulled them more into 
place. "Right. Gotta go. Get a wash. Yeah. Unh." And he stumbled off down 
the cliff path, trailing the pink sweatshirt behind him. 

"Say nothing" said Pam. "It's our little secret." 

"Yeah sure, Miss Westbrook" replied Popkid, wondering if and how he 
could pitch this gossip to Matt. As they jogged on, picking up the pace, 
they soon met the others coming back. Mr Townsend looked amazed and 
shouted out that he had expected to see them much earlier. Had they 
stopped? Popkid and Pam pretended they were jogging hard and whizzed 
by, ignoring the laughter from the others as they passed. The two admirers 
of Fez looked in a bad way though. They obviously weren't up to this, but 
gallantly strove to keep up with the object of their desire. Popkid sniffed 
inwardly. Jesus, how ridiculous, he thought smugly, forgetting that only 
yesterday he had been drooling and pining away in a Norwegian style. This 
fitness stuff was no easy business. He puffed on, following Miss Westbrook. 


Two dorkheads stood behind her, one to her left. The two started 
giggling and pointing. She knew she had to ignore it. Christ! From the 
sublime to the fuckin' ridiculous. Matisse, Van Gogh, Jackson Pollock. 
Another year and a bit of this. She'd go crazy. 

They climbed on the bus. She was sweating already. The day was 
bursting with uncontrolled sun: it was obscene. It was definitely safer 
indoors. At least there were fewer students on the bus today. And they 
weren't in uniform, which made some difference. William Blake, William 


Blake. She had Mrs Simpson's photographs safely in her bag. The picture 
was definitely going to be large, with smaller panels around it to be filled 
in by her 'team'. It was ironic. Like being one of those Renaissance 
masters who had apprentices or pupils. Funny, her being a team leader. 
"Look good on the CV" Mrs A had said. Her only CV would be the portfolio, 
she'd make sure of that. You stand or you fall by your work. Nothing else 
mattered. Mind you, if it was a big mural, she couldn't exactly physically 
file it away. Big photos of it would have to do. That drawing she'd seen, of 
him conversing with the angels in his country cottage garden: that was the 
favourite to embellish, although making a portrait up of her own design 
was more Challenging, daring and ultimately more interesting. Today 
would be all planning; getting her team, now of course depleted to two 
after poor Tim, yes getting them motivated and interested in their part of 
the project and to get cracking on the drawing of their own section. She 
was a notoriously slow worker, so she was prepared to put loads of hours 
in. Stay late if necessary and catch a public bus home. She might not hang 
around and watch the lady model today. Though what about Rob 
tomorrow? After her revealing weekend, could she bear to watch other 
students ogling him? She thought not. In a mad moment, she thought that 
she wouldn't be able to stop shouting out stupidly "I've fucked this man, 
quite recently!!" God, her mind was failing, and quickly. She had read 
somewhere that from the age of 15 in an average human being, more brain 
cells were being lost than being newly created. If true, what a frightening 
thought: she was already over the hill! Well, there'd be a few more 
productive declining years, she hoped. 

Certain lines of Blake kept echoing through her mind, after she had 
mugged up some more, yesterday evening back home: 

"Love seeketh only Self to please, 

To bind another to Its delight: 

Joys in anothers loss of ease, 

And builds a Hell of Heavens despite." 

Mind you that was the negative side of things. The first verse was the 
positive part, about "Love for another gives its ease." Then there was: 

"To see the World in a Grain of Sand 

And Heaven in a Wild Flower 

Hold Infinity in the palm of your hand 

And Eternity in an hour" 

She wasn't totally sure what that was about, though it sounded OK. As 
though it meant something profound. So much of poetry just sounded 
cynical or depressing. Blake hit the positive as well as ranting on about his 
obsessions. And why shouldn't anybody be obsessive, if it's something they 
really experience or believe in? 

She was lost in a reverie of the 'Ecchoing Green' where everybody, of 
all ages and types, could come and play and talk all day long, when a loud 
fart and the consequent giggling went up from two year 9s opposite. She 
got up and smacked one round the head hard. She'd been wanting to do 


that for months. He started to cry. Good, little fuckhead. Roll on real life. 
Bugger patience. 


The world felt like a cactus made out of ball-bearings being tossed 
around in a space not much bigger than itself. His ears felt six times 
bigger than they really were. His mouth was a wasteland of bird droppings 
and old crinkled sandpaper. His eyes were red carbuncles of inflamed 
glace cherries. His underpants were a mass of crazy stains. His fingers 
smelt of overfried fish. He had a pink sweatshirt that wasn't his. 

He recalled the pub. He remembered the sex. What had happened in 
between? Too much to think about right now. He was standing in line for 
breakfast. He felt people were staring at him covertly. He'd tried to 
smarten himself up. The shaving was not too bad: only two cuts that he 
could feel. The washing off of the various smells was partially successful: 
just the fish smell remained. The teeth were still feeling very weird after 
the peremptory brushing - he felt that he had to at least have a go before 
breakfast. But the head was still swelling, still rumbling, still lolling about 
on its fragile stem. King hangover. 

He saw Popkid up ahead doling out the toast and looking very 
cheerful. What had he got to feel happy about? When he arrived at where 
he was standing, Popkid gave him a very quizzical look. And "are you 
allright Sir, really?" wasn't what he needed, but he got it anyway. In fact, 
as Popkid observed him, several other heads turned as if to suss out the 
boy's opinion. Surely not? No, it didn't bear thinking about. 

No, he was definitely going to give that one a wide berth. He'd drop 
the sweatshirt off at the Lambskin and that would be it. He'd take a chance 
that she wouldn't show up at the Surf Centre. In the last resort, he could 
always threaten to tell the Boyfriend. He had no doubts that if he pursued 
her he would have an experimental week with Angie, to say the least, but 
it was all too much. It was a big, crinkled sandpaper, realisation. She was 
probably all his sex fantasies rolled into one: the powerful woman who 
took control, who wanted sex, who would squeeze him dry every day - but 
he had seen the light. He wanted no part of it: the possible 
embarrassment, confrontation and stupidity he didn't need. And there was 
Monique. How could he have been so stupid as to forget that he really 
cared for her? Whatever had happened, she was the woman for him. What 
they already had was bound to develop into something fantastic. She 
would never know about this unfortunate episode; would never need to 
know. It would be his little secret. He certainly wasn't thinking of going to 
Nuneaton in a hurry. How was he going to last out the five or six days until 
he saw her again? Patience dear boy, pa... 

"You allright, Sir? What were you saying?" Popkid's face was peering 
at him. He had been mumbling to himself evidently. Good Christ! 

"Ah nothing, Chris. Just wondering whether to have brown or white." 


"Can I wholeheartedly recommend the brown, Sir? Get all your extra 
fibre that way." 

"Quite. Actually, I'm not sure if I want anything to eat. My stomach's 
a little queasy this morning. Perhaps just a cup of black coffee." 

"Now, you must take some of these lush sandwiches, Mr C. Made by 
our own fair hands. Me and Fez and Ian. Boiled egg and mayo; peanut 
butter and jam; or cole slaw. A trifle unusual that last choice, but very 
healthy. And vegetarian" he added, for good measure. 

"Very kind of you, but. . .well, I'll let you know after breakf. . .after 
coffee. Thanks." Popkid looked offended. 

"No offence Chris, it's just that. . ." 

"If you don't mind me saying so Sir, you look a little peaky." 

"Well, it's been a strange couple of days, I think you'll agree." 

"Yeah. You're right. I've been thinking a lot about what's happened 
too. Feeling allright after. . .well, yesterday?" 

"My little outburst, you mean? Catharsis, Chris - catharsis in action." 

"Indeed. I thought the same. I never knew what you meant before, 
but..." 

"Yes. You just start thinking about your life, not to put too fine a 
philosophical point on it. But you look on top of the world, m'boy." 

"Well, it's been so cathartic for me, it's made me look at what I'm 
doing. Weird, isn't it? It's like that theory thing that Mr Welsh was telling 
us about in Philosophy. The butterfly's wings thing, y'know causing a 
whirlwind on the other side of the globe. Y'know what I mean. Poor old 
Tim Dunkley and then my life changing. I don't get it really." 

"I'm sure you won't be the only one affected. I name myself in that 
growing list already." 

"Sir, can I tell you something. . .privately?" 

"Of course, Chris." They moved over to an empty end of one of the 
long tables. Popkid sat down with a plate of toast that he'd hastily 
assembled from the pile of ready-made wholemeal. 

“You won't take this the wrong way, Sir?" 

“You mean, along with everything else in the last three days? I don't 
know what it is yet." 

"Sir, right. I saw you." 

"What?!" Terrible images of voyeurism swept through Clements's 
shocked and suddenly very awake brain. "What d'you mean?" 

"This morning." Clements wondered when Angie had left him there. 
His mind was racing, hell-bent on self-destruction. How much did he... .? 

"Well, when we were jogging, me and Miss Westbrook." Oh shit, oh 
Christ. 

"You and Miss Westbrook?" 

"Yeah, only Mr Townsend and the others didn't see you. At least I 
don't think so. They haven't said anything yet, anyway." 


"The others?" Clements had given up. A brown envelope in the post 
next week. He wondered what Nuneaton was like in the summertime. 

"Yeah, the seven o'clock jogging club, I got roped in. Fez and her lot." 

"Oh, Fez, yes. Quite." 

"But, between you and me Sir, Miss Westbrook told me not to say 
anything. It's a secret." 

"Right." Clements coughed nervously. "And she isn't going to say 
anything either?" 

"Don't know. Might tell Mr Townsend. Seems to hang around with 
him quite a lot. I was surprised when she said she probably wouldn't tell 
him. But I dunno. Did you just. . .want to get away y'know, from Mr 
Townsend? Hope you don't mind me asking. None of my business, really." 

Clements decided to take the plunge. 

"How much can I trust you, Chris?" 

"I dunno. Um Sir, I mean, is everything allright? You do you look a bit 
wasted. Did you have a drink or something?" Popkid was conscious he was 
on dodgy ground here. Even though Mr C was an approachable teacher 
and relatively cool with it, you just never knew where you stood with 
trusting the teachers or how far to go with the comments. But here was Mr 
C asking him to trust. "It's allright, Sir. That's why I wanted to talk 
privately. I mean, I've got no reason to say anything out of order. If you 
don't want me to." Clements was completely bemused by this final 
comment. 

"Well, it's just that a rather unfortunate thing happened. I. . .well.. ." 
But in the end he chickened out. He'd take a small risk though. "Well yes, I 
did have too much to drink. And the cliff top, it was the coolest place to be 
last night - so humid. I must have fallen asleep, yes." He could see Popkid 
thinking: "pink sweatshirt, pink sweatshirt." Oh well. "Yes, I borrowed it 
from someone in the pub. Thought it might be a bit nippy, in comparison, 
when I left. But it wasn't" he finished, lamely. Popkid was staring at him as 
if he had landed from Galaxy Andromeda. 

"Right, Sir. No problem. Mum's the word. Ah, I'll see you later then." 

"Er yes. You might not see me in the waves today." Just then 
Madeleine floated over, gave Popkid the once-over, just out of habit, and 
handed Clements a letter. 

"It's from the school I think, Sir." She waited as if Clements was 
going to give her a tip or write out a reply 'telegram'. Or perhaps she was 
just nosey. "For you" she added, after a while. 

"Right, thanks Madeleine. Thank you very much. I'l] read it later I 
think. After breakfast." She looked at his coffee accusingly. 

"Right Sir. See you later, Popkid." 

"It's not fair, everyone's calling me that now." 

"C'est la vie, as the French say." 

"Yeah well, it's annoying. Still, never mind. I'll get back to my station. 


See you later, Mr C. Take it easy now." 

"Thanks Chris." He sat holding the letter. Who could it be from? It 
surely couldn't be about the Tim Dunkley affair. It wouldn't have had time 
to get here. He opened it there and then and sat, frozen, at the table. He 
had no idea how long he sat there. When he finally glanced up, nearly 
everyone had disappeared. It was too much to take. Instead he felt 
nothing. Completely numb, not even pain. Maybe that would come later. 


She arrived in the school building and began to set up the easels and 
drawing materials. Work was the answer. Keep busy, as the English say. 
The children would be here in a few minutes and Mrs Adams would be 
wanting to talk to them, not only about the week ahead, but about the 
terrible thing that had happened to that boy who was to be a part of this 
activity. She would be a silent part of the day. Was it called 
‘inconspicuous'? Not to be noticed. Be a nobody today. Humility. Patience. 
Keep going for three weeks. She collected all the charcoal sticks from the 
art room cupboard. Black and white: the colours that define, create. 
Everything else is extra. She would shut him out of her mind. She had to. 
It would be OK. 


This was safety. This was where the patience lay. This was where she 
could lose herself and be a person. It had been so long since it had 
happened or maybe it was because a lot of stuff had occurred in a short 
time. Who knows? She looked across at her ‘assistants'. Nick Church: he 
was OK for a year 10, chatty without being a pain - he obviously enjoyed 
drawing, though was unconfident about painting. He was a willing worker 
nevertheless, and was busy marking up the tasks she had set him. She'd 
seen him around the art room of a lunchtime, either hanging out with his 
more arty mates or doodling around with a pencil quite productively. She 
was Sure that, like her, he regarded the room as a sanctuary from the 
dorkheaded behaviour out there on the corridors. He was only supposed to 
be with her half the time: the other part he was required to put in some 
hours with the model. Today she needed him to get going straightaway, 
though she had suggested and he had agreed, that on the other four days 
he was pretty much free to choose which half of the day he worked with 
her. Friday was a special day: no models and rushing to finish pictures and 
other displays for the ‘exhibition’. Several others, including the French 
assistante, were helping with this aspect and joining in how they wished 
for the first part of the week. Yes, she could work with Nick - a nice kid. 
She half-thought of herself a couple of years ago and wondered why there 
weren't any nice boys like him then. Her love life, or at least friendship 
group, might have been very different. 

While working she had been distracted by thoughts about Tim 
Dunkley. It was weird, because there wasn't the expected excited chatter 


of gossip about him, well not here anyway. Mrs A had got them all together 
after they had arrived: it was a sort of registration without the usual 
idiocies. She hadn't said very much, though what she had said was true - 
that nothing they could do now would bring Tim back and the best thing 
they could do was to show their finest talents and make the exhibition a 
kind of tribute to him. Not to him as a person, but to the memory of his 
potential. So in a quiet and determined way she had dedicated their week 
to him. Strange, because when something is dedicated, the person is 
usually famous or successful, or in some way important to that dedicating 
artist or writer. Tim wasn't any of these things. Most of the time he 
behaved like a jerk, though somehow that didn't lessen his importance to 
them. She couldn't help thinking that if there was an afterlife, he'd be 
grinning away in an unpredictable way above their heads or wherever it is 
that ghosts and spirits are - with a sarcastic look. 

The only stupid thing this morning was the to-be-expected 
dickheadedness of all the voyeur types who had magically appeared as 
soon as the model had stripped off. Kathryn, who had taken life drawing 
classes at the local college as a free-time interest last year, was well used 
to getting over that naturally squeamish feeling about scrutinising a total 
stranger's naked, or semi-naked, body; though of course, nothing like this 
had been attempted in the school, so she shouldn't have been surprised 
when all these little dorks had shown up. Mamselle Beauny and the other 
exhibition helpers also had the security rota for the week and they, with 
Mrs Adams, would be turning all the punters away. And what a lot of little 
bloody oiks they were too. Not that the woman concerned was a 
supermodel type - she was an ordinary looking woman in her late thirties, 
by Kathryn's guess. But display a bit of flesh and all hell breaks loose. She 
had also noticed that Mrs Stevens had cruised by to keep her beady eye on 
possible developments in the voyeur syndrome from time to time. Perhaps 
it was just as well that she had lots to do fending off the press vultures 
about Tim. 

After a while things had settled down, and she was able to get on. 
Every now and then she glanced up and spent some time observing how 
the lower school artists were getting on with Mrs Model. After twenty 
minutes of giggling and idling they had started, with Mrs A's 
encouragement, to put down some quite neat stuff. Part of Mrs A's strategy 
had been to turn the radio on - usually she only did this for sixth formers - 
and let the cheery tones of Radio One loose on them. It was a sort of 
privilege and made the younger element feel they were taking part in a bit 
more of an adult activity. She'd even made sure that tea and coffee were 
laid on - by the hard-working French assistante and her crew - being 
brought round or collected by the students. 

So far so good, but what about Bill Blake? He was looking distinctly 
unvisionary. What was it about someone that gave them this look? She 


obviously hadn't thought it through enough yet. She settled down with a 
coffee and stared abstractedly into the middle distance. Mrs A wouldn't 
mind: she was used to top students' 'creative boredom' as she termed it, 
and trusted them. Mind you, a lot of the time they were skiving off 
mentally, though maybe that was OK too. As she was sitting there, 
supposedly looking at Nick fiddling with the border sections of the large 
sheets of paper she had supplied to him, it suddenly hit her. She had been 
so stupid - it was obvious. 

She simply remembered, or rather her brain had magically prepared 
a recollection of, that weird, weird moment when she had seen the Angel 
of Whatever in her dream. She had reacted then to that way in which 
dreams gave you portraits of yourself as well as other, usually hybrid or 
mixed-up, people. That moment had been significant. She had looked 
serene and agitated at the same time. Serene because she knew exactly 
what was going to happen and was secure in that knowledge; but also 
agitated because of the awesomeness of that spontaneous shock of the 
impossible. Angels were rationally impossible: she knew that in her own 
self and her dream. But they happen too, to those who can see. To sober 
people in pubs, for instance. Blake must have felt like that a lot of the time. 
A sort of prophetic view of everything. Too much to hold in your brain for 
most people. Even her one experience in a dream was quite shattering. But 
where do you draw the line between dreaming and so-called reality? 
Maybe Blake wasn't interested in the distinction. Why should he be? He 
was a genius. She should work on what were the common elements of 
someone looking serene and agitated. It would a kind of shock, though of 
something which was both more powerful and more dangerous than the 
ordinary kind of life the 'normal' people led. This was a challenge. This she 
could, should work with. 

A glance across at her other helper Daisy, brought her down to earth 
again. She hadn't done anything except gawp at the life drawing situation 
and stand around with her cronies chatting. She would have to get heavy 
with her at some point. The responsibilities of leadership. Hunh. 


Why was it that when you were feeling great, the waves reflected 
that? Nothing he could do was wrong today. During a break from the fun 
and learning, Popkid reflected on his feelings. This was definitely a version 
of Paradise. A decent whiff of offshore wind making the waves, today, a bit 
more susceptible to taking the drop; a few mates and others around to 
share it with; the lushest sandwiches so far this week (natch); a superb veg 
meal to look forward to; and his clandestine trip to see the Grace Doctors 
planned out. Yes, he had a plan. It had hit him while he lay soaking up the 
sun (and the sun-block - Mr C was at least passing round the old skin 
cream, even if he did look like Death Warmed Up). He would pretend he 
was writing up an assignment for the week, which was quite likely to be 


asked of them anyway, when they returned. Phone them up, speed off to do 
the decent thing one evening, get Matt to cover for his absence and Bob's 
Your Uncle - or something. 

The only blot on his mental landscape was the itch to know what had 
happened to Mr Clements. Oh well, forget about it. He probably wouldn't 
ever find out. Teachers were so weird sometimes. 


24: Monday evening 


Dearest Maman 

I am writing this letter in English to help you with some practice. I 
know you have given up once, but I am sure you will understood the words 
in this letter. I will make them clear for you. 

We have finished the first day of the school's <Activities Week> 
programme. It has been a success. A lot of students have drawn pictures of 
a model in a <Life Drawing> class. Some students started to paint 
pictures of writers for the English department. I helped with the making of 
tea and coffee and today I was the policeman, making sure that students 
from other parts of the school are not a nuisance. You know what this word 
means? It means to annoy someone. You see, the model is a nude. I know 
you will think this is shocking, but I think for the students it is a good 
practice before Art College. Iam avery good policeman, I think! Later in 
the week, I am also to arrange the frames for the pictures and to help 


organise the exhibition, which will be in the school hall. 

Everyone at the school was also very sad today. One of the students, 
a boy called Tim, died at the weekend. Some people say he had an 
accident: some say he made a suicide. This poor young man had only 17 
years. It is a tragedy, especially for the art students, because he was in the 
activity. A lot of the students will miss him. It made me to think a lot about 
the drugs and I hope that I will never be tempted to use them. And I tell 
my students the same thing. 

Maman, I am looking forward so much to coming home. I cannot 
believe it. It seems a long, long time since I was in the arms of my family. 
Only two and a half weeks more! 

Well, this letter is very long for an English letter, so I will finish here. 
My love is yours always. The English do not say <bons baisirs> but <love 
and kisses> It is the same thing for you Maman, 

Monique 


Dear Mum and Dad 

Hope you got the first postcard. Weather continues to be very hot. 
The surfing has improved, there is more off-shore wind. The lunch 
sandwiches were great today (I helped to make them!) I'm definitely 
becoming a vegetarian (details when I get home - but don't worry!!) This is 
a brilliant learning holiday (well worth your hard-earned cash). Matt is 
happy but very sun-burnt! See you next week, 

Chris 


Dear Monique 

I received your letter today and I thought about it a lot all during the 
day. I am sitting here now after my meal, relaxing on the beach. It is still 
very hot. Is this scorching weather never going to stop? 

I'm attempting to write this is 'simplified' English so you will 
definitely understand all of it (I think). 

Perhaps I should say straight away that I am shocked at what you say. 
It looks like you were saying that you didn't want to see me at all and I 
think that would be very unfortunate. It would certainly make me very 
unhappy. You see, I think we could be very happy together as close friends 
and - dare I say it? - as lovers too (amoreux, n'est-ce pas, in my bad 
French). But I think we still need to talk about it carefully. Iam a very hot- 
headed chap and you are, as the English say, level-headed (this does not 
mean your head is a strange shape). I think once I like somebody, I am 
very passionate and I feel very passionate about you. In fact, I must say I 
am missing you a lot. I also do lots of stupid things and no doubt if we 
become closer, you will have to forgive my stupidity. But I shall try to 
learn. 

It is such a shame that I only realised how much I like you so late in 


your visit. I know you have Henri, and this is a problem for me. In a way, I 
don't care about him, I don't even want to think about him. Is this selfish? I 
don't think so. I suppose I am just scared that I am not good enough for 
you. 

I can understand also that you cannot commit yourself to an 
emotional attachment just before you return to France. The trouble is that 
I can feel very objective about you as I sit here 200 miles away, but I know 
that if I am within ten metres of you, all my good intentions will come to 
nothing. What I am trying to say I suppose is "je t'aime". Please do not 
think badly of me. I guess I'm just a lonely teacher who wants company 
and you're the best company for me that there is. 

Please write me another letter if you have time and tell me what you 
think. There should be time to send it before we leave. Also, please pass 
my "hellos" to Mrs Adams and the art crew. How has your week been with 
them so far? I'll send a postcard later, 

my love 
John 


Dear Tim 

I'm going to write you this letter even though I know it won't reach 
you, in the conventional sense. But if you're up (?) there looking down on 
this hopeless person, please don't think badly. Perhaps I'm writing this for 
myself, I don't know. 

I just wanted to say that I'm so sorry you had to do what you did. I'm 
not saying it was a good thing or a bad thing, but fuck it man, you just 
didn't have to. You were OK and didn't need to. I keep thinking about that 
phone call we had. It was the last time I heard your voice and I suppose 
the last time you heard mine. 

A part of me wants to be voyeuristic and find out exactly what you did 
in that surgery, maybe because I want to go back in time and just stop it. 

If you didn't know, the school are trying to make sure the fuss is 
minimised. Mrs Stevens is looking like the Sphinx or something. The Press 
have been crawling in a reptilian way all around the school today, hanging 
about trying to get juicy quotes out of the little kiddiewinks, but the 
Security - Phil the Caretaker plus a couple of the heavier teachers - have 
been attempting to head them off. You don't know what a rumpus you've 
started, mate. 

Evidently, the official version is that you broke into the surgery but 
didn't mean to take all those pills. Is this true? I want to know all the 
details, but only from you. I can keep a secret. 

Well, I was originally going to write this letter to let you know about 
what was happening on the Art Week. I have to say my team has been 
infinitely more boring without you in it, although it has been peaceful. Nick 
Church is a sound chap though dull, and Daisy doesn't bother me and I've 


decided I'm not going to bother her either. It's mutual antipathy. William 
Blake is beginning to look suitably visionary, the old lag. If there is a 
heaven, look him up for me please. 

Do you know, I feel a whole lot better after writing this note, than 
when I began. Can I write to you again? Don't worry about writing back: 
I'll assume you can read all this. Will you be my friend, as they say? I 
promise to be yours, even if it's only in memory. I won't forget you, that I 
promise. And don't tell anyone else, they might think I'm crazy. . . 

yours 
Kathryn 


25: Monday night 


"Er hello, is that the Grace Doctors?" 

"Hi. This is indeed the Doctors’ surgery." 

"Oh, right. Um, well Iwondered if. . ." 

“You wanna buy some records?" 

"Well, actually I have, well I only have the CD. I expect there are 
other things." 


"We gotta list we could send you." 

"Yeah, great. Um, actually I was wondering if I could interview you." 

"Yeah. Fine, fire away." 

"Well, really I meant, if I could interview you um, at home." 

"Man, we live in a pretty inaccessible part of the country." 

"Ah, no. I'm here actually. I mean, just down the road. About five 
miles, I think." 

"Oh right. Well, we're kinda tied up tonight. But we're around most of 
tomorrow. Which mag you from?" 

"Well, I'm a student y'know, and. . ." 

"Ah. We getta few of them." 

"Right, well. You see, I've got to do this assignment on my course 
down here and..." 

"What kinda course you on?" 

"Well, it's a surfing week." 

"Surfin' man? They teachin' surfin' at your school? Thingsa changed 
in the last five years!" 

"Um, it's an Activities Week course. Y'know, school breaks up for a 
week." 

"Sounds good. Er, what was your name?" 

"Chris Wilkinson. I hope to be a journalist, and I was wondering if. . ." 

"Right." 

", , .if y'know, I could get some practice in. It'd be a great help. And 
well, I might be able to sell my piece. . ." 

"Right. Well man, I sympathise. And I'm sure Andy would too. He's 
not here right now." 

"OK, well. I can't come over before about six." 

"Well how about 7 o'clock then, for around 20 minutes? We can take a 
break then." 

"OK, that's fantastic. Thanks a lot!" 

"Not a problem. I also was a student once, my friend." 

"Right, brilliant. Well. . ." 

"See you then OK?" 

"OK right, thanks a lot. See you." 

"Yeah see you later." Click. Phenomenal! Excellent! I did it!! Yeah, 
wait till I tell Matt. I could use the little cassette that's voice-activated. Get 
the whole interview on tape. Twenty minutes, that would go by in a flash. 
Better get some questions down in time-honoured fashion. Be prepared! 

Walking on air or what? 


After writing his letter, Clements felt restless - in mind and body. He 
had posted it in the letter box at the top of the cliff path, along with a few 
postcards written to friends and colleagues back in Bucks and elsewhere. 
He was on the way into the village and was hanging around. It was 


another roasting evening. When had he consistently worn a sweatshirt or 
jumper of any kind? He felt itchy, sort of stupid, didn't know what to do. 
Atlas had presumed he was popping off to the pub again. Was that because 
of privacy needed with Pam? He certainly hadn't said anything about 
Clements's non-appearance the previous night. It was mysterious, and 
Clements couldn't exactly broach the subject without feeling embarrassed. 

He sat on the metal bench seat next to the pillar box. What did he 
really feel for Monique? He had blathered on in the letter about his tender 
feelings, but the truth of it was that he didn't feel anything for her right 
now. Was it all a fantasy anyway? He was being truthful about one thing 
though: when next to her he did feel something - lust, he couldn't deny it. 
But do you write that in a letter to the woman you might think you love? 
Not if she's the sensitive and practical type like Monique. And to top it all, 
he felt incredibly horny. He had noticed before, in regular sex 
relationships, that the day after he'd had sex, it was then that he felt the 
sexiest. You'd think that it would be after you hadn't had sex for a long 
time. 

Sitting on the bench, he drifted into a reverie about Angie. What had 
happened last night? Why should a woman feel so strongly physically 
about him straightaway? Was it a sort of revenge on the apparently 
obnoxious boyfriend? Or was she just an opportunist, a female version of 
the male chancer? Perhaps she and her older friend had agreed that the 
first suitable victim they came across would be useful jealousy-provoking 
material. And now that she'd accomplished that suitable liaison to her 
satisfaction, she would have no need for him. But had she said she wanted 
to see him again? He thought so. Although after a few pints of those strong 
ales, almost anything could be possible. 

It had only happened to him this way once previously, when he 
engaged in a ‘one night stand’ as they used to call it, with some girl ata 
21* birthday party. They had fornicated in an upstairs bedroom. It was 
very dark; he didn't see or really even feel a thing, he was so out of it. And 
the girl hadn't said anything to him the next day. From time to time he saw 
her around, though nothing more was ever said about the encounter. 
Strange to think he had done the intimate thing with her and actually it 
counted for nothing. 

So what did he know about Angie? She had a boyfriend; she wan't 
much into bird-watching; she had picked him up; he was very willing. That 
was about it. Well, she was an intelligent woman, that was obvious. And 
she was tall. He had to admit that fascinated him, or at least that part of 
him which no longer responded to the Roman army and its love of root 
vegetables. He had always been mesmerised by tall women though. There 
was probably some deep psychological confronting reason which he wasn't 
willing to acknowledge. Yes. But he'd had one or two girlfriends who were 
more than an inch taller, and frankly it was a turn-on. The long legs yes, 


but also a curious fetish about arms. He'd fantasised about going out with 
one of those very muscular women, the ones who were on the covers of 
‘Mr Muscle’ type magazines, posing with the men, flexing their own 
muscles. Angie looked as though she could crack a walnut or two with 
those arms. She had a powerful visage too, with hawk-like eyes and a large 
but striking nose that didn't detract from her looks at all - in fact, 
strengthened them. What he really liked was the sense that although she 
looked powerful, there was nothing hard-faced or bitter-and-twisted 
looking. He had to face it: he fancied her. But did he want to chase after 
her? It was simple - all he had to do was walk back down that footpath and 
slip into his sleeping bag for some well-earned kip. He'd felt tired all day 
and most of that time he was sitting in the sun. He had almost dozed off 
over his vegetarian pasta dish, which amused the Nordics and the 
Madeleine crew no end. Only Popkid Chris hadn't responded to their 
chortles. Perhaps he knew something they didn't. 

He didn't have time to speculate further though. As he glanced up 
from his philosophical meditations on the nature of drowsiness and the 
memory of Angie's erect nipples, he saw the anorak birdwatch party 
sauntering up the road on their way to the village, presumably to the pub. 
They were earlier than yesterday. 

Instinctively he looked for her. There she was, again with Carole her 
friend. He was sure her hair was even shorter. She looked more mannish, 
striding along, which if anything increased her sexuality for him? Oh, he 
would really like to. . .but which one of the men was her boyfriend? He 
would like to think he's one of the typical anorak nerdy-looking guys, but 
couldn't quite bring himself to believe it. What was he going to do, just sit 
here? 

Carole had spotted and nudged Angie. They must think he was here 
waiting for them. Perhaps he was. 

"Well well. It's the stranger with the surf board. How are you, 
stranger?" 

"All the better for seeing your kind faces, if that's not a cliche." Oh 
well, in at the deep end. Sorry, Monique. 

"Ange, say hello to the nice gentleman." 

"Hiya, gorgeous." Was she taking the piss? 

"Oh right. Hello again." She had him in her power. He was helpless. 

“Waiting for us, were you?" If yes, I'm a nerd in her power. If no, it's a 
coincidence and I'm not paying enough attention. 

"Well, sort of. . ." 

"Eaten yet? Come on, buy us a ploughman's" said Carole. "We've 
decided to go the whole hog and splash out on a pub meal, rather than eat 
our own self-catered slop." Angie looked away as if searching for an 
important bird in the next field. "What d'you say then, stranger?" 

"Um, OK. As long as you promise to dissuade me from imbibing any 


strong ale. I want to stay relatively sober." 

"He wants to stay relatively sober" mimicked Carole. "Well, I'm on the 
beer tonight, friend. Too many mean things to forget today." 

"Have you not had a good day?" angled Clements politely. 

"What would you say, Ange? T'rific or what?" 

"T'rific" said Angie in a bored voice. Why was she ignoring him? 
Playing hard to get? Her hands were like Botticelli's Venus. Smooth long 
fingers, cool as marble, sensitive as... 

“Come on then. Stop mooning about, and flash the cash." Carole was 
determined to dominate. 

They walked on to the village, talking about the weird things that had 
happened during the day and the stupidities of the anorak consciousness 
of the watchers. Carole didn't seem to mind if anyone overheard, although 
most of the club had walked on ahead of them. She was even more fed up 
than yesterday and as she had mentioned then, she weighed her 
discomfort of the day's activities against the pleasures of the evening's 
entertainment, such as they were. Perhaps Clements was billed in her 
head as potential comic relief. 

Angie made only one or two comments and indeed, by the time they'd 
reached the Lambskin she'd begun chatting to another couple of women. 
When Clements looked around inside the pub to see where she was sitting, 
he saw her listening to three or four of the more vociferous story-tellers in 
the group, including the one he had identified as the jester when musing 
novelist-style, last night. He turned to Carole. 

"Don't mind me asking but where's Angie's boyfriend?" 

"Well, what would you have to do if I said 'no'? Actually I don't give a 
monkey's. You see that tall fella with the orange kagoul on? The thin one? 
That's him. Roy's the name. And the fella with the bald spot a couple of 
people away, propping up the bar, that's my Tom." 

“You don't talk to each other on these trips, then?" asked Clements 
cheekily. 

"What? I have to share a bed with the idiot and I go on holiday with 
him. Give me a break." 

"Sorry, should have realised. But you're talking to a bachelor here." 

"Never been spliced? Intelligent man. Are you eligible?" 

"Er, I don't know quite what that means." 

"Call yourself an English teacher?" 

"Well, the sense of it has changed. Do you mean - am I available?" 

"Well yeah. In a general just being polite and finding out more about 
you kind of way, yes." 

"Well yes, I suppose I am." 

"You don't sound so sure." 

"It's difficult to say. That sounds stupid doesn't it? But there is 
someone I like, though she's returning to France soon." 


"Oh the assistant. You were waffling on about her last night." 

"Was I? Oh, what else did I say that could be embarrassing for me?" 

"Plenty probably. But I equally probably wasn't listening. Anyway, 
shut up and buy me a drink. Have one yourself." 

“Thanks a lot." While he was at the bar, ordering the food and drinks 
- Carole told him not to worry about buying Angie anything - he wondered 
what on earth was going on. Was she going to ignore him all evening? Was 
she not sitting with him so it wouldn't be obvious to the boyfriend? Had it 
really been just a one-night stand? The landlord interrupted his train of 
thought. 

"Become a regular birdwatcher then?" 

"Oh. No not really. Just fell in with this crowd. Makes a change from 
the teachers." 

"Seems you're on an extra holiday to me. Don't you get enough 
holidays already?" Oh God. The old prejudice. Didn't anybody realise that 
you worked bloody hard term-time, 55 to 60 hours a week and then in the 
‘holidays' had to prepare and mark too? It wasn't worth wasting the breath 
trying to explain. Just agree and smile. 

"That's right. It's a wonderful job. Wouldn't do any other." Big smile. 
Don't overdo it, he'll overcharge you. 

"Not going to get defensive and tell me how many hours you work 
then?" 

"Nope. It really is a wonderful job. I'd thoroughly recommend it. 
Women find it a real turn-on too." 

"You're joking me, mate." 

“Word of a lie. Women are always throwing themselves. Lots of 
holidays, well-paid." Just stop before you buy trouble. It had wiped the 
smile off his face anyhow. 

Back at the table, Clements was enjoying the conversation with 
Carole. She was a smart woman, full of surprises in her chat. He decided 
to be frank. 

"So it's not your turn to try and seduce me tonight then?" 

"Ha, no. I'm just here for the beer and the sexy conversation." 

"You mentioned men in there somewhere last night." 

"Well that was last night, sunshine. I've given up on men. Talk to me 
about literature and art and I might even buy the second round. And forget 
about Ange. She's a law unto herself." 

"Right, well. . ." 

"Hard though, isn't it? Christ, men are so gullible. Nothing personal." 
Sure, Carole. 

"Yeah but if I do that, I'll be waffling on for hours. And it's shop." 

"No it isn't. Gossiping about colleagues and having a moan would be 
shop. Waffle on. Jesus, the amount of decent conversation I get could be 
measured on an atom and you'd still have change. Thrill me with your 


intellect." 

And so for an enjoyable two hours, over their ploughmans and meat 
pies and microwave pasties, Carole and Clements and a couple of others 
ranged through all the topics that thrill the thirty-somethings: mortgages, 
CDs, new films and paperbacks, green issues, cars, football and rugby, kids 
aren't what they used to be and so on. Clements found out that Carole had 
two children, who were staying with their grandparents for the week and 
she had been into horse-riding, a bit of sailing, adultery when somewhat 
younger and had a mild fetish for sports cars, notably MGs. It seemed to 
be currently the only thing that endeared her to Tom - the fact that he had 
recently bought an old MG and was doing it up. It was their only truly 
common interest. She kept her promise about the ale: it was halves, not 
pints and the food soaked up a lot of it as well. As chucking out time 
approached, Clements's antennae picked up that there was a lot of 
shrieking laughter coming from the other table amongst the usual 
increasingly noisy atmosphere in a pub at this time - a lot of it was coming 
from Angie. He began to hate her. Love is fickle. Or was it lust? 

"Well, not-so-stranger. Thanks for an entertaining evening, and the 
grub. Are you around all week?" 

"I don't know exactly. Well, we're in the area obviously, though I 
might have to do the evening duty. You know, confiscating all the drugs and 
porno mags and all that." 

"Right, we'll be down to see you then! I'd better let Tom know I'm still 
married to him. See you later, duckling." She breezed off over to the other 
side of the pub. Clements gave one last glance and left for the door. The 
outside air hit him. It was a little cooler tonight. Perhaps he would get 
some good sleep, and catch up. Strong fingers suddenly gripped his 
shoulder. 

“Where are you going?" she said accusingly. 

"Well, I..." 

"You're taking me for a walk. Woof woof." And a horsey laugh issued 
from her gorgeous throat. 


26: Tuesday morning 


The heat inside the crematorium was just about bearable. There was 
some kind of air-conditioning on, but it was feeble. For some reason, 
Kathryn recalled a holiday she had taken in America with her parents, oh 
about two or thee years ago. The temperature of the hotel they had stayed 
in in downtown Houston was totally controlled at about 68 Fahrenheit. It 
was only when you hit the hot and humid streets that the weather affected 
your life. Here in funky England, they'd have to start thinking about 
chilling out pretty damn quickly if this funny weather kept on getting 
hotter. 

Or maybe it was her. She'd felt depressed, stuffy and unbearably 
nervous since she'd entered the building. The whole place was so creepy. 
When her grandmother died she was too young to appreciate what it 
meant, though now it was so clear. In about ten minutes, the body which 
was in that coffin a few metres in front of her, would enter the furnace and 
be consumed; all that would be left and collected was a bag of ashes. 
Once, in school PSE lessons, her form tutor had shown them this 
documentary all about bereavement. He'd said that anybody who had 
recently suffered from bereavement needn't watch the film. Most of the 
dorkhead boys in the group probably didn't even know what the word 
meant, and even if they had, wouldn't have admitted they were scared to 
watch it. Although she had thought of Granny, she couldn't bring herself to 
walk out. Anyhow, the bloody teacher should have said it the week before 
to give them a chance to think it through and make it less embarrassing. 
Probably had forgotten she was to show it the week after. She sometimes 
wondered about how far teachers planned ahead. Five minutes? Nah, give 
them the benefit of the doubt: ten minutes. Anyway, on this video they 
included a visit to the crematorium: a 'behind the scenes’ look, and there 
was this row of plastic bags with ashes in, including the rings - the only 
part that doesn't melt at those temperatures - and the metal staples that 
hold the coffin together. It had seemed weird to her then (although not 


after she had thought about it rather obsessively later) that you couldn't 
tell the difference at all between the various people. Just seeing those ten 
or a dozen processed bags lined up, all looking identical, made her feel 
shit-scared. Is that what happens to us? Is this what will happen to me? A 
crematorium assistant, paid the minimum wage in all likelihood, comes 
along and scrapes out the cold ashes, probably not very accurately; and 
then it's swept into a clear plastic bag and taken outside. It was the clear 
transparency of the bags that alarmed her the most. It was like wearing a 
completely see-through dress with no knickers on: total embarrassment in 
a public place. It was illogical, though she had to admit it gave hera 
couple of weird nightmares. 

Now all that came flooding back as she stood there with her mother. 
She had told her she didn't have to come, but Kate had insisted, 
presumably out of a misguided sense of solidarity with her mother. Really, 
and ideally, Kathryn didn't want to know anyone at the service. She wanted 
to be with her grief for Tim, alone. And alone with him, if you like. But it 
was a Shock to see all these people that she knew, in a completely different 
view from normally. Mrs Stevens, looking suitably solemn and unusually 
dumbstruck in her brown power suit (as opposed to the pink, red and 
mustard yellow ones); Mrs Adams, who had obviously been crying a lot - 
she was very puffy-eyed; and some of her mates at school with their 
‘interview' clothes on. She had worn her normal clothes, much to the 
horror of her mother, who had flidded outrageously all the previous 
evening until she had given up in exhaustion. Her father had ignored the 
whole thing: males under the age of 25 didn't really count in his world. 
Rob's description of his own encounter with him fitted the bill. 

As the registrar, or priest or whatever he was, droned on about how 
wonderful "Timothy" was, and how everybody loved him, and how Foster's 
Green was a "close-knit community" and various other kinds of bullshit, 
she remembered back to the first TV news item she had seen. Mrs 
Stevens, loking tense and grim-faced, reading a prepared statement; a 
shot of the outside of the school with some dick TV presenter guy looking 
like an undertaker; and lots of irelevant waffle about the 'drugs problem’. 
What do these people know anyway? 

Suddenly she was dragged out of her reverie by the squeaky grinding 
of the rollers on the machine that carried the coffin into the fire. Christ! It 
was Starting already. She hadn't registered the ending of the droning 
speech. Somehow she thought the service would be longer. Well, it was 
ten, fifteen minutes at the most. That's all you got at the end of a life. She 
thought that, in a weird way, Tim should have got longer - being an 
unusual case as it were. Maybe the TV reporters should stand up and do a 
piece to camera right in the middle about how the "town was utterly 
devastated" and how the "staff's sympathies went out to the boy's father" 
and that "all their thoughts were with him at this time". Well, there he was 


now, looking like death. Kathryn hated him on sight. He was just as she'd 
imagined him. Self-indulgent looking, thin as a rake. Dew-drop nose ina 
black coat. Perhaps she was looking for his doctor's bag on the floor, just in 
case he had to dash off to save another life. A pity he hadn't had more 
contact with his son, to have stopped the madness from happening. 

And in the end, Kathryn had to see it that way. It was all insane, the 
whole thing. Tim's body turning into anonymous grey ashes, his father a 
stooping sad drip of a dork, everyone pretending their immense grief. She 
wanted to shout out above the phoney organ-playing tape someone had 
switched on in the back room: "Wake up, you dumb fucks and do 
something about your lives!" But who was she to talk? She'd just begun a 
sex relationship with a man at least six years older than herself a few 
hours after she was aware of Tim's terrible death. Fuckin' crazy all round. 

They walked out of the building in silence. Nobody was talking. 
Outside they stood in a semi-circle while the priest scattered the ashes 
over the rose garden. Shit! What if the wind was blowing in their 
direction? It didn't bear thinking about. It was evidently his Dad's wish 
that this should happen. Maybe it was better than being lowered into the 
ground in a coffin that would rot itself after a while, but meantime your 
body was decomposing in a totally nauseous manner for a few days. What 
would it smell like in a coffin after that length of time? Jesus, shut up Kate: 
your head's done in. 

The organ tape continued. Another group of anguished relatives, 
friends and colleagues were waiting to enter. Like an assembly line. But 
instead of something being made, like a car or a fridge, something was 
being pulled apart - a human being was losing all its physical identity in 
one five-minute rush. It was a metaphor that at any other time would have 
been mildly amusing in one of Mr Clements's classes, for instance. Here it 
was merely a squalid image. 

They walked back to the car. All she could think of, stupidly, was 
Rob's body as he would be lying on the platform in the art room at school. 
Probably not a lot of the art students would turn up at school today. Since 
Mrs Adams wasn't there, many of those not at the funeral would simply 
skive. In a shallow kind of way, she was glad the funeral was today; she 
would have felt extremely awkward to be present when his goolies were on 
display. Why was sex an embarrassing and funny thing to consider when 
everything was supposed to be serious? 

No tears had come this time, not for her anyway. His stepmother had 
turned up and had dutifully stood by the dad. The wanker Brian wasn't 
there, thank God by all accounts. The stepmother was trying not to be 
wicked. She had a good public blub and showed willing. God, she was 
feeling cynical, but why shouldn't she? The whole fuckin' world was a 
hypocrite's paradise. What does an odd teen suicide matter here or there 
in all the reckonings? 


Sandra, 

Just a quick postcard to tell you we're on the way. This morning we 
got as far as Bruges, but the minibus broke down. The driver said we'd 
have to call out the AA Green card. We are spending the night in a small 
but nice hotel. Weather is very hot. Hope everything is OK! 

Dennis 


Popkid looked across at Mr Clements. He didn't look very well, again. 
Perhaps he had some sort of bug. Or maybe he was hung-over, which 
looked more likely he had to admit. He decided to offer his help in sharing 
out the sun-block. 

"Hi, Mr C! How's it going?" 

"Swimmingly, m'boy. Ha - even on holiday the jokes don't stop." 

"Not going in this morning?" 

"Well, the spirit is willing but the old bod's temporarily knackered, 
I'm afraid." 

"I thought p'raps you weren't well. You know, heatstroke or 
something." 

"It's possible Chris, it's possible. But we're bearing up." 

"I wondered if I could ask you something, Sir?" 

"Ask on, old chap." 

"Well, it's a bit of a delicate matter, you could say." 

"Be delicate. I'll listen." Clements sat further up on his beach towel. 

"Well, it's about Tim. I mean, I've been thinking about it, you know 
the actual thing, the actual death, but I can't think about it. You know, how 
he..." 

"How he did it?" 

"Well the papers and that say he just took a load of pills, but they 
don't really say why he did it. I mean, he was a weird bloke, y'know big 
temper and unpredictable and all that, but even so.. ." 

"It's a Shock. Yes." 

"...Yeah and what I can't understand is that all the guys here, it's 
like they've forgotten about it already. Like it's already history. It's like 
when you read the papers or watch the telly, you know news items and 
stuff. Unless it's really heavy, continuous like a war or something, it's all 
over after a couple of days and people just forget. Y'know what I mean?" 

"I do indeed. It's almost like it never happened, just consigned to the 
dustbin of the History Retrieval System." Clements gazed up at the clear 
blue sky. "And it's not only terrible sudden events like poor Tim's death." 
Even now he could not think about it being suicide. "Think of the climate 
situation. The planet's hotting up inexorably. We're frying and nobody 
minds. Because we can all wear our favourite shorts most of the summer. 
It's those changes which aren't sudden, which don't get covered by the 


tabloids at all, which are the most dangerously ignored." 

"Yeah but Sir, everybody knows about global warming and all that. 
But they'd sooner watch Coronation Street." 

"Because it gives them a momentary escape from all that reality. 
Although of course, ironically, most of the really popular programmes are 
just mirrors of reality anyway." 

"What?" 

"They show an image of our normal lives, but dramatised. People love 
watching that. I suppose it makes their lives more interesting - to live ina 
parallel world with the characters from East Enders or Brookside." 

"Yeah but, don't we just watch soaps as a doss? I mean, it's 
something to do." 

"The Zombie Factor? Well yes, some do it to relax. Though do we 
really know what it is to relax? What are we relaxing? I can't count myself 
out here. I do my bit of couch potatoing. Except I haven't got a couch. 
Even then, I lie on the table, transfixed." 

"On the table?" 

"A jest. But the principle is true - and I think it's particularly true 
about news, the more horrible the better. 'If it bleeds it leads' and all that. 
We kid ourselves that we're well-informed people, we like to keep up and 
so on, but we're just voyeurs." 

"Sorry?" 

“People who like to look at others being exciting. News is a sort of 
pornography of the intellect." 

"I must admit I hadn't thought of it like that, Mr C." 

"We're caught in a double bind. We're manipulated by the media. . ." 

"Like, caught up in it?" 

"Well, we do get caught up in it, though it's making us get caught up. 
There's just so much tempting info for us to absorb and the free market's 
fighting itself out there for our benefit and consumption. And we're also 
making ourselves be manipulated. We love to be caught in that trap. We 
prefer being Zombies as far as being brainwashed is concerned." 

"You've lost me a bit there, Sir. But it wasn't that. I mean, this thing 
I'm thinking about really did happen. It's someone that most of us here 
knew who's died. But already as if it's never happened. Even Mr 
Townsend's forgotten, looks like." 

"To be prefectly frank Chris, I don't think it affected him a lot. Which 
is always a tricky thing to assert, since we never know what's really going 
on in someone's mind." 

"But it affected you. I mean.. ." 

"Yes well, you saw what happened in that A-level lesson. . ." 

"You're not blaming yourself, are you Mr C?" 

"Well I hope not, though the thought keeps nagging - what if I'd 
handled it a different way?" 


“Yeah but you couldn't have done." 

"Couldn't I? Thanks for the kind words though I think I could. I'm not 
making excuses, but I'd had a hell of a morning that Tuesday. Sometimes 
when you're teaching you just forget the basics because you're so well, 
stressed out. Look Chris, you know this. I don't need to explain it to you. 
You're an intelligent person and you've been keenly observing the system 
for 11 or 12 years. That's all the time you've been alive that you're likely to 
recall." 

"Yeah but Sir, there's a difference between getting stressy, I mean we 
all see teachers who flid every day, but sometimes it's people you don't 
expect, like yourself. When you came in that room, I just knew it was going 
to be a weird lesson. You don't mind me saying this, do you?" 

"Be totally honest. It will go no further than this beach towel." 

"You're not a teacher who normally gets stressy. I mean, teachers are 
either known for their flids or they're not. Mr Hubble for example. He's 
always stressed out 'cause he can't control the class. People take 
advantage of that. It's cruel but it's true. I've done it myself. I can't 
imagine him feeling much for Tim Dunkley." 

“People are strange as a well known singer and leather-trousered 
poet once said. You never know how people will react. Makes life a teensy 
bit more exciting and unpredictable." 

"It's almost as though I feel alien. I can't stop thinking about what 
happened. Am I morbid?" 

"Probably quite normal, with a touch of the sensitive. You don't know 
- maybe your mates just aren't showing it." 

"Nah. I've tried to talk but they just don't want to know. It's weird - 
like they shut down." 

"When was this?" 

"Last night, in the caravan. It was awful. A nightmare. I just had to 
walk out. It was as though he was still alive and he was still a. . .what's 
that word? For someone who everybody picks on?" 

"Scapegoat?" 

"Yeah, that's the one. Y'know like they used to have names for him, 
like he wasn't normal. Y'know 'Mr Weed'n'Speed’, 'Check-up from the 
Neck-up', all that. I thought it was a laugh then, but there's nothing funny 
about it now." 

"Right. Is that what you said last night?" 

"Yeah well, I tried to. Didn't get very far." 

"Perhaps it's just that you're sensitive or honest enough to be able to 
admit you were wrong. Or you're just quicker off the mark than they are at 
admitting it." 

"Yeah maybe, but somehow I don't think they'll ever feel it." 

"It's only been a couple of days." 

"That's not the point, Mr C. It's a different. . .I dunno, I don't think 


you understand what I'm trying to say." 

"I think I do. The thing you aren't prepared to admit is that you may 
be right. You're afraid of your own conclusion in case you're outvoted or 
considered strange. It's a more common reaction to death, bereavement, 
whatever you Call it, than you'd think. You know that I had a friend who 
committed suicide?" 

"No I didn't." 

"It's not something I talk about usually, as you can imagine. I've spent 
12 or 13 years trying to forget it. It was in Edinburgh when I lived there 
for a time as a teenager. My folks had moved there from Swansea. I must 
have been 17 and my best friend at the time Colin, was a bit of an abuser. I 
wasn't into it, well a bit of dope. . ." 

"Sir! You were a weed merchant?" 

"Well yes, for a while, don't tell anyone. More than my paypacket's 
worth and so on - but Colin was into everything. I was always nagging him 
to give it a break. To cut a long and tortuous story short, he broke into a 
chemist's at night, you know not so many of them had alarms then, and 
jacked up more morphone than his body could tolerate. He was found by 
the proprietor in the morning, in much the same way as Tim was found by 
the cleaner." 

"Is that why you. . .?" 

"Why I reacted so emotionally? It may be. I don't consider I've ever 
coped with it very well. You see, at the time I was suspected of having 
broken into the shop with Colin. I was banged up in a police cell for 48 
hours while they pondered over whether I was pliable enough for a 
confession. I hadn't had anything to do with it: it was just as much a shock 
to me as it was to everyone else. Though at the end of that 48 hours I was 
feeling as guilty as hell." 

"Why?" 

“Because the mind plays tricks. Very logical. I'm his best friend. I'm 
the one that understands him and knows him inside out. Therefore I should 
have known he would do it. Simple, isn't it? Except it wasn't true. Or was 
it? I still haven't totally worked it out. And I suppose Tim's death just 
brought it all out again. I've spent a lot of time over the last 12 years 
thinking it through, and then deciding it wasn't worth the angst - and so 
on. Pacing up and down in a room being self-tortured isn't the most simple 
solution. It just builds up into something more gross." 

"Yeah well, that's what I thought too. I spent a lot of last night pacing 
about outside. I couldn't stand it in the caravan any more. Even Matt, I 
thought he'd be more sympathetic." 

"But he wasn't?" 

"Nah, not really. Apart from the 'what's up with you, man?' It seemed 
so phoney - like in me too. Y'know that thing which says 'well now, you 
can't enjoy the week here because you're supposed to be miserable, but 


these guys are being nice and healthy, and forgetting about the whole 
thing and enjoying themselves, and you aren't and that's why you're a 
dummy.' All that." 

"That's quite a big thought. And I'm not being facetious." 

"Sir. Right, I've got to tell you this and don't don't take it the wrong 
way. I was walking about. I went most of the way to the village and back, 
just to get the crap out of my hair y'know, and well. . ." 

"Yes?" 

"And well, I saw. . .I saw you Sir." 

"Right." Oh shit. 

"And. . .I didn't realise it was you Sir right away, 'cause well, I 
suppose I didn't expect to see you actually, well. . ." 

"Doing what I was doing?" 

"Yeah, you could say that. Not that I hung around." 

"I understand." There was a short silence, while Clements's mind 
froze over with sudden fear. 

"So. . .I just thought I'd tell you. I haven't told anyone else." 

"Right." 

"It was tempting though, I gotta admit. But, well I might have done if 
it had been someone else." 

“Someone else?" Crevasses appeared in his brain. Would he fall down 
one? Please? 

"I don't know if I should tell you this, Sir." 

“You don't have to. Though you seem to be Mr Revelation at the 
moment." 

"Well, it's like everyone knows Mr Townsend's been having it off with 
the History teacher. I mean, it's just obvious. And him being married and 
that." 

"Oh." 

"Didn't you know Sir? You must be the only one that doesn't. But 
what I'm saying is, that's sort of OK for gossip." 

"Legitimate?" 

"Sorry?" 

"Well, legal, it's been agreed amongst you as within the limits." 

"Yeah. What I'm saying is that it's different, 'cause you don't deserve 
all that." 

"All what?" 

"The aggravation of having it known by everyone." 

"Is this a compliment I see before me?" 

"S'pose so. It's 'cause you're considered a cool teacher." 

"That's nice to know. Thank you. And that means that no-one will 
hear." 

"I can keep my mouth shut if you like." 

"I do like, and I think it's fair to say 'I owe you one'." 


"But Sir. . .2" 

"Who is she?" 

"Well, yeah." 

"T wish I knew." 

"Sir?" 

"I've been seduced it appears. By an anti-birdwatcher. An anti- 
twitcher." 

"Right. OK, but if you don't mind me saying. . ." 

"Why not? You've said everything else!" 

"Well, aren't you going out with. . .? 

"Mamselle Beauny? Evidently not. The letter. I appear to be a pawn in 
two separate women's games. Quite an achievement." 

"Yeah, it's complicated. I mean, going out with people." 

“Have you got a girlfriend at the moment?" 

"No, haven't had for about six months. Doesn't seem to be 
happening." 

"Releasing energy for other projects?" 

"Not really. But I suppose I'm not in a hurry." 

"Let me assure you that last night's foray into the world of obscenity 
was definitely the last time with that person. I felt somewhat chastened 
afterwards. It's as if. . ." 

".. .You'd been up to something naughty?" 

"Exactly, my boy. How did you guess?" 

"It was the way she was pretending to be a dog in heat I think, Sir. All 
that prolonged yelping. Oh, and the leash." 

"Right, oh Christ." 

"Mum's the word, Mr C." 

"Yeah, Mum's the word." 

"As long as you never call me Popkid again. . .Sir. 

"It's a deal." 

"Coming in for a boogie-board, Mr C?" 

"I'm with you all the way Chris, Chris, Chris." 


27: Tuesday afternoon 


"It really was true. It was worse when you thought about it. And you 
couldn't stop thinking about it. The reality. The starkness of looking into a 
mirror and saying 'I'll do it. I'll do it tonight. I'll show them who I am. I'll 
show them what I think of them. Tonight. I'll do it.' A mantra, a repeating 
word, gathering strength. A life of its own, inside you. Until you can't hear 
anything else. Until it is you, you can't escape it, because there is no 
escape. It possesses you. And if you can't escape it, it is you. It grows and 
grows until it is not only you, but bigger than you. The need to revenge - 
revenge on yourself for all the things you haven't done, for all the things 
you have done, but haven't done properly. For all the embarrassments, 
humiliations, the name-calling. For all the things you've done which you 
know are stupid. All the things you've said which you've instantly 
regretted. All the money you've frittered away on booze, on pills, on dope. 
All the stupid pile of crap that you've become. Marked, scarred, you've 
earned the right to a break, a big break, the holiday when you don't have 
to pack any luggage. Your mind is a ferment of contradictions - of guilt, of 
insinuation, of despair. You have no escape. It has reached you, taken over 
- the hold is tight. It embraces you. No longer will you feel the freedom of 
breathing. The loophole will be plugged. No more gazing through the 
porthole. The sea will rush in and engulf you while you lie on the bed, 
helpless. The door is locked, you cannot walk away, you can only pace your 
cabin endlessly, waiting for the final drowning moment. Gradually, 
gradually going under. Your black hole. Forever." 

No matter how she wrote it, it didn't come out. It was fucking feeble 
and she knew it. Was she becoming obsessed? More and more she thought 
of him, and now the images were various: Tim on the end of a rope, he 
figured he couldn't jump so she kicked a chair out from under him. She 
was an accomplice, she couldn't help herself. He couldn't bring himself to 
tie the lump of stone to his leg, and she did it for him, lovingly with no bad 
feeling. First he jumped in a lake; then miraculously whole, he jumped 
from a roof this time. She stood swaying on the tiles, her arms waving, free 
of him forever. She never liked him really. All her feelings came out in an 
endless-seeming stream of blue ribbon from her throat, though it was 
wasn't ribbon, it was her stomach unravelling, the litmus test of reality. 
And on the ribbon was another version, another story, another way of 
writing his death, another tablet stuck in the throat. She retched and he 
came up, his body needle thin, grotesque, with a bull neck, the tablets 
squeezed up there like a gigantic clot of blood. She was trying to retch him 
up. He was a lizard with scales, ripping her throat. If only she, if only she 
could... 

A cold sweat, diving up out of consciousness, she lay off the side of 
the bed, suddenly coughing, throat rasping, air precious, beautiful inside 
her. The clothes soaking, her top wet through, hair stuck to her forehead, 
panting retching coughing. The room upside down, slowly swivelling, 


turning upright. The wardrobe glaring, its eyes fastened solely on her. One 
more nightmare, it was only a nightmare. His image fading on the window, 
only a nightmare. Hauling her head up, she looked at the crumpled duvet, 
stupidly; its pattern coming into focus gradually. She didn't know how she 
fell asleep. She had just been lying on the bed, drowsily thinking. 

About the service. The priest or whoever, had stopped her afterwards 
for a few words of what he might call comfort, but Kathryn was already 
gone home, mentally. She had left the crematorium feeling that insane grin 
coming back again. How could she look people in the face without 
cracking up? Just to stay home. Just to stay in her room. No mother, no 
brother, no friends, no nothing. Just her and the photos; her and William 
Blake. 

She picked up the book again. 


And who shall bind the infinite with an eternal band? 

To compass it with swaddling bands? And who shall cherish it 
With milk and honey? 

I see it smile & I roll inward & my voice is past. 


She ceased & rolld her shady clouds 
Into the secret place. 


And again, the page before. 


My roots are brandish'd in the heavens. My fruits in earth beneath 
Surge, foam, and labour into life, first born & first consum'd! 
Consumed and consuming! 

Then why shouldst thou accursed mother bring me into life? 


She looked up. Five thirty. All across the land, it's 'Neighbours' and 
time for tea. But not for him. The accursed mother and the consumed 
child, both no more. 

She padded into the bathroom. Feet on the floor, bum on the seat. 
Once more the familiar routine. A piss in time saves nine. She needed a 
rest. Back to the bedroom. Lie down on the bed. She's so tired, but not 
back into that dream, that nightmare. 

Staring at the ceiling, staring past the walls. Back into the grave, 
with all the shadowed ones, with all the knocking saints, with all the... 

Forgetfulness. In patience. 


He decided to seek out Atlas. He had to put a plan of action into well, 
action. No more horsing and doggying around, as the Americans would 
say. Sex was sacred, he had decided. It was a moral thing: it had a moral 
dimension. It was the thing you did with the one you loved. And it didn't 
matter even if Monique didn't care enough for him to give the positive 
signals. It wasn't fair on her, even if she disliked him. Clements realised 


that he liked her, no matter what. Some would say that his actions over the 
last two days didn't match that, but he didn't care. He wasn't sure what 
the hell was going on anyway, so out of his depth he felt. He was ina 
situation he had never experienced, well several situations. 

He found Atlas supervising the beginners' group. 

“Coming back in for a quick dip before dinnertime?" shouted the 
bronzed one. 

"Er no. Been in a couple of times this afternoon. Just rounding up 
those who are doing too much lounging around." That's right. Open with a 
remark that shows you're trying to do the PE teacher-type stuff. 

"Right. Practice make perfect as they say." How could he be so jolly, 
only two days after. . ." 

"I just wanted to let you know I'll be around this evening for, you 
know duty and all that." 

"Oh right. No probs. Perhaps I'll push off to the pub myself. Don't 
really mind. Someone's got to be around though. Instructors won't take the 
rap and sometimes they're not here anyway. Jolly good." Clements 
wondered if Atlas had been around much himself the last two evenings. 
From all the stories about previous trips he'd earwigged the last week, it 
would have been surprising. 

"Hope you haven't been too bored these last two evenings" he 
ventured. Well he can confide in me if he wants to. Do I want him to 
though? 

"Not a chance. There's the serious joggers’ club for a kick-off. And 
I've been learning the guitar." 

"Guitar?" Clements choked inwardly. The Man United anthem 
perhaps? Or Spurs? 

"Yep. Y'know the chappie here strums a bit. Weird stuff though. 
Modern music. Something about an oasis? Couldn't make it out. But he 
showed me some chords. Pam's interested too." Ah. . ."So he lent us a 
couple of acoustic guitars. Very decent of him. Bit of a long hair, though a 
lot of these surfing types are, as you know." 

"Quite. Absolutely." 

"Well, perhaps I'll ask Pam if she'd like to pop up for a quick one 
later. Sure you'll be allright?" 

"No probs." He was being affected by the Atlas bluff heartiness 
already? He walked further up the beach and saw Popkid, er Chris, looking 
intense by the dining area. "OK, Chris?" he shouted. Popkid ran over. 

"Sir. Right er, how would you like to owe me that favour right now?" 

"I thought I was already not calling you 'Popkid', er Chris. Just 
kidding. What is it, m'boy?" 

"Well I've got to head off to a village a bit up the way and I wondered 
if you could sort of cover for me. This evening." 

"This is your lucky day. Since I'm a homelovin' man this evening, not 


a pub-lovin' one." 

"Or a dog-lover? Sorry Sir, uncalled for", as he saw the look on 
Clements's face. 

"Quite. Well, yes sure. Do you know when you'll be back? Does 
anyone else know?" 

"It's a secret mission, Sir." 

"Right. And where is this secret mission?" 

“Couple of villages up, about five miles to the west. Up there." He 
pointed rather needlessly up the cliff path. 

"How are you getting there? There aren't any buses that time of 
night." It was true: the last bus left at 5.15. "Aren't you going to stay for 
dinner with the inimitable Sirens?" 

“Have to give the lovely blondes a miss today, Mr C." 

"Gosh, it must be important." 

"There'll be other times for them to ogle me." 

"Right, I'll give you the benefit of the doubt on that one. Tell you 
what, let's take the minibus. This is not because I'm nosey or anything. But 
you'll take ages walking there, you know." 

"That's true. Well it's nice of you to offer. But Mum's the word." 

“Mothers seem to be featuring in our conversations rather a lot 
recently." He walked on with Popkid. 

The journey to the Grace Doctors' village was uneventful 
conversationally. Popkid was busy preparing himself for the interview. He 
had a list of questions in his small rucksack. This was it. He looked at Mr 
Clements as he was driving. Who would have thought it, the dirty old man? 
Blimey, he'd have that image a while yet - he wouldn't get it out of his 
head easily. In fact, it distracted him from his interview thoughts right 
now. The hairiness of his body for a start, up against the sleek whiteness of 
that woman. God, she must be a perv or something. He'd read about 
bondage stuff and leather fetishists, and rubber. He had watched, rather 
furtuvely, a programme about it all on Channel 4. Some late night women's 
programme about lardy arses and how to sprinkle ice cream on your man's 
tummy and all that. But to see someone's fantasy in the flesh. He'd stood 
transfixed by the sight of them going at it. This was something you didn't 
expect to see your teacher doing, ever. Anyone really, but your teacher for 
fuck's sake. This must be what they called being a voyeur, rooted to the 
spot like that. She had spent some time shouting instructions to him. Mr C 
had evidently been spending some time walking her along, her with no 
clothes on and that. Bizarre. And then she had taken over, ordering him to 
get his kit off. Highly disgusting. He'd seen everything. It was amazing 
how disgusting it did look. Perhaps it was because they were old. Well, not 
old - she wasn't. He'd never seen a naked woman quite that age. Was she 
25, 26? Probably younger than. . .stop it. Just remember why you're on this 
journey. 


He looked out the window on his side of the minibus. Blimey, there 
was a Cloud on the horizon. Glory be and hallelujah. Maybe they'd have 
some rain for a change. Quite refreshing. He couldn't recall the last time. 

As he asked Clements to slow down on entering the village, he put 
everything back in the bag, including the soggy sandwiches he'd saved 
from lunch, and thanked Mr C. 

"See you later Sir. Thanks a lot." 

"A small favour in return for yours really. Anyway, have a good time." 
Amazing, for a teacher, not hassling you about what you're up to. He could 
be visiting the local witches' black magic haunt or scoring a load of block 
off some 'drug dealer'. As he waved goodbye he thought that, whichever 
way this evening went, his life would be changed in some way. In his bag 
was a small camera he used for snapshots. He was supposed to be 
compiling a collection of arty holiday snaps for Kathryn Jones. It was a 
project she gave him when he was moaning about his nervousness 
approaching the off. Wouldn't she be surprised to see a pic of the famous 
duo. Well, they weren't totally famous yet, but one day. . . 

28: Tuesday evening 


Clements sad glumly at the dining table. Madeleine Foster was trying 
to cheer him up. She knew what the matter was. It wasn't just that Mr 
Clements was upset about Tim Dunkley; or that he was useless at surfing; 
or that he was homesick or something; Mr C needed a girlfriend. Now that 
she knew the answer to the riddle of his sadness, she would contact her 
many relatives in Foster's Green and set about some match-making. Her 
cousin Gwyneth, for instance. She was quite old, about 28. Sir must be at 
least that. And she was Welsh mostly, well her mother was from Cardiff 
hence the first name. And then there was Jessica, but she was quite young, 
not much more than 21 or 22. She'd already been through one marriage 
and had a kid, it was true, but she was keen to find a Dad for little Sarah- 
Anne and Mr Clements definitely had potential as a father. Poor chap, 
hasn't had a girlfriend for months probably. Just think, he hasn't had sex 
for that long, he must be dead depressed. He was supposed to be going 
out a bit with the French lady student teacher, but she could see that 
wasn't going to work. Any woman could see that. With Mamselle returning 
to France in a couple of weeks, she wouldn't want to get involved, it was 
obvious. No wonder he was double-depressed. Maybe she should offer him 
some advice - or maybe not. He might think she was just being nosey, not 
genuinely trying to help him. She glanced across at Fez, who returned the 
look. She was thinking the same. Poor man. She'd give him a quick hug 
herself, but he might get the wrong idea. Mad had heard of old teachers, 
even older than Mr Clements, who got drawn into affairs with students. 
Yuk and tacky. Some had even married them. Can you imagine? She 
couldn't imagine anything worse than... 


Clements looked up? What was Madeleine up to? Her friend Fez was 
smiling away too. They suddenly burst into fits of giggles. What makes 
these girls just start laughing spontaneously for no reason? Sometimes he 
thought their heads were full of air, the way they carried on. Nina 
approached. 

"John, what is the matter? Are these syrup pancakes too rich for 
you?" 

"I'm sure they're as wonderful as the rest of your superb cooking, my 
dear" said the gallant Clements. "But I'm full up. Or rather, I'm not as 
hungry as I usually am." 

"Sickening for something" whispered Mad, as she nudged Fez. 

"Are you sick? Do you need the doctor? I can call for you, the 
telephone." 

"No no, it's fine." 

"You think it's rather rich and sweet, after the stuffed peppers, 
perhaps?" God. Why did she have to be so gorgeous? The hair always 
looked wonderful, even when swept off the crown into a bun, carelessly. 
The perfect mouth, no need for lipstick, to shape. The high cheekbones. 
And why was he so horny, for Chrissakes? 

"Sorry?" 

"Sir! Wake up, you're in a dream world." 

"Sorry, I'm a bit pre-occupied." 

"You are thinking of your student still. Yes, it will take a long time for 
you all to forget. He was a favourite of yours." 

"He was different, not necessarily a favourite, but. . ." He was about 
to tell them the story of Colin, but couldn't bring himself to. Once in a day 
was too many, let alone two. 

"You will feel better when you return to your class" said Nina. "The 
routine will be good. The time will heal your bad feelings. You know, I must 
tell you, if you have time to listen." They all nodded their assent. "My 
boyfriend in Norway. . ." Ah. . ."He is a beautiful man." She smiled. "But at 
one time he was a drug addict. Yes you are surprised, but he used to take 
cannabis and marijuana and sometimes the LSD. He became very 
dependent and used to spend all his money. He became ill, which is when I 
first met him, because I was working as a voluntary nurse in a hospital in 
Oslo. There is a big drug problem in Oslo, it is a large city. Also Bergen, 
one or two other places as well, but mainly in Oslo. All kinds of drug 
dealers there. Anyway, after he knows me, he promises to give up drugs 
and he has not taken one since that day. He feels much better." Lucky 
bastard. "So I know a little of what you feel for your student. There are 
many people who do not have someone to help them to give up, and maybe 
your student is one of these people." 

"I'm sure you're right" replied Clements. "Do you think so, girls?" 

"Definitely, Sir. He was a loner type. Didn't have many friends, did he 


Fez?" 

"No. He was weird. I reckon he thought he was mad or something. 
No, not you Mad!" They began to giggle again. 

"No, seriously Sir. He was unstable. I mean, he was well known for it 
through the school. His nickname in our year was Slamdunk. Y'know in 
basketball, but also slam like in slammed, y'know drunk. We used to see 
him around town, on a Saturday night, pissed out of his head, sorry Sir, 
drunk. People used to tell him, knock it off. But he wouldn't listen. Sir, you 
mustn't feel bad about it. Nothing you could have said would have made a 
difference." Clements was impressed with Mad's honesty. 

"I think I just need a good sleep, for now" he said. "I haven't been 
getting enough shut-eye. Of a quality kind." 

"Don't we all, Sir. Our caravan's so noisy. Miss is never there, I don't 
know where she is, and we keep getting invaded by the dorky boys Sir, 
honest. You should tell them to stop it." 

"What are they doing?" 

"Oh just mucking about right, but they make stupid ghosty sounds 
outside as if we'd be scared of that. Arseholes. Sorry Sir, but you know 
what we mean." 

"Well, I'll patrol around before I go to bed." 

"We'll tell them that Sir, right." Clements had the distinct impression 
they'd be pleased to do that. 

"It's time to pack away" said Nina. "Don't worry, John. Just enjoy your 
week. You might not have the chance again to do the surfing. It's OK." 

"I know you're right. Thanks." And as he walked back to the caravan, 
he thought of Tim as he last remembered, in the classroom, that image of 
him rising out of his seat - the image that stayed with him. It would stay in 
his memory forever. He silently asked Tim for his forgiveness. He felt an 
answering shiver in the back of the neck, a feeling he often had when 
impressed by a superior force. Was it his own ego knowing how to react to 
a message sent from the brain? Were all those explanations just 
physiological? He was sure someone like Atlas would say so. But then he 
wasn't Atlas, was he? 


"I just wondered how it was, you know. It must have been tough." 
"Yeah it was. Sorry, I'm not being very talkative here, but you 
know. . ." 
"Look I understand. I just wanted to say well, I was thinking of you." 
“While 'on the stand'. How was it? Voyeuristic or OK?" 
"Different" said Rob. 
"Um. How many were there?" 
"Just a few. According to that French girl teacher, a lot less than 
yesterday. Were some at the crem?" 
"Yeah. Crying their eyes out, poor cows. First chance they had to do it 


properly, maybe." 

"It was pretty solemn at school. Not that I've got anything to go on 
for the past six years. But it wasn't like I expected. Actually the only ones 
who were squeamish were the boys. I talked to one of them in the break. 
Nick, is it? Said he knew you. Anyway, he said for him it was really weird. 
His painting hand was shaking, he said! Also that he could never do what I 
was doing. I told him it was the same for me at his age, and that you 
change your ideas about things like that. Nice kid. He told me his older 
brother was at art college and that he had gone for an interview as a life 
drawing model and had been interviewed by a man who stood there naked 
while he was interviewing him. He was taking a short break and hadn't 
bothered to slip the shirt on. Nick's brother said it put him off so much, he 
didn't reply to their letter offering him a job. Couldn't face it. Nick seemed 
to think it was very funny." 

“You must tell me all the funny posing stories sometime." 

"Anytime. How about now for instance?" 

"You're very sweet, but not today. I'm a wreck. I couldn't manage a 
smile, let alone a laugh. Cream-crackered." 

"It's OK. Well look, give us a ring. If not, see you on Thursday. I've got 
another day in school, remember?" 

"Oh yeah. Look, I might need someone to listen while I just ramble 
on. You're a nice chap, aren't you?" 

"Where you're concerned, definitely." 

"Yeah, I just keep on having these wild nightmares." She looked down 
the hall from where she was standing by the phone. She could hear the 
sound of the TV downstairs with the laughter of Mum, Dad and Tony 
resounding at some dumb American sit-com. "Nobody else seems to be 
affected. It's weird." 

"It's bound to happen, babe. It's just the grief coming out. Better it 
does now, than later. Just festers around inside you, if not." 

"I'm sure you're right, oh handsome one. | shall miss your nice bum." 

"My nice bum will miss you for sure. Are you going into school 
tomorrow?" 

"Don't know yet. Don't feel like talking very much. Just being quiet 
really." 

"OK, I'll leave you to be quiet then. See you Thursday." 

"Yeah. See you." 


Dear John 

I just wanted to send you a small letter to let you know I am thinking 
of you and hoping you are having a fine time. I'm sure you are feeling 
unhappy about the death of Tim and I understand that. He was your 
student and I'm sure you miss him. All the students here are shocked and 
our week has been very quiet so far (after two days). Why don't you phone 


me at the bungalow if you like, after school? I will return your call if you 
are in a public telephone. I asked Kathryn if she had any message for you 
and she says "have patience". Do you know what she means? She is a very 
intelligent girl and a very good artist. Anyway, I hope you are not too sad, 
your friend 
Monique Beauny 


She opened the door. It was Mrs Simpson. She collapsed into her 
arms. The old lady walked her along the path to her house. She didn't 
seem frail now, but very strong, gripping her tightly. They sat down in two 
chairs overlooking the garden. Kate stopped crying. 

"They never even heard you knocking, they were all goggling the 
tube. How did you know to come round?" 

“Psychic powers" chuckled Mrs Simpson. "The power of the ethers." 
Kathryn felt better already. In fact, she was phenomenally hungry all ofa 
sudden. She remembered that she hadn't eaten anything all day. "Cup of 
tea and some cake?" said the old woman. "I've bought some nice 
Battenberg and some Bakewell tart. Especially." She smiled. To be young 
again. How did she ever get through that age? It's so hard when you're 
young. Your emotions drain you. No serenity, no evenness of spirit. Just the 
exhaustion of that spirit chasing its own tail. Poor Kathryn. 

"Yes please, Mrs Simpson." 

"Why don't you call me Amy? All my friends do." 


He walked back along the cliff path. He didn't know quite what to 
think. He hadn't known since he left the studio. He'd need time to think it 
through properly. But it was disappointing. It kept going through his mind. 
Why weren't they the people he assumed they were? They were just 
normal - a couple of guys twiddling around with some knobs on a 
synthesiser and a drum machine, just a little more sophisticated, is all. 
Played itself really, once you got it going. The set-up was quite impressive, 
he had to admit. I mean, they must have poured a lot of cash into it. But 
even the names were phoney. They were Andy and Mick really, not those 
Arabic sounding ones on the CD cover. Fact is, he hadn't considered all the 
possibilities before he arrived. He'd just listened to the music, naively 
hadn't questioned it. And not a musician himself, had obviously missed out 
on wondering how it was made, rather than why. He hadn't done too well 
on the 'who' or the 'what' either, come to think of it. And they were just 
dope freaks as well. He had thought of them as somehow above all that, 
sort of spiritual - though they obviously weren't. One of them had only 
recently given up a job in the pathology department of the local hospital. 
Imagine him sorting out all those samples of blood and sperm. Anyway he 
had got what he wanted and it was hardly a thrill. Should he pretend that 
it was great, for the guys? Maybe he wouldn't even play them the tape. 


After all the effort of thinking up good questions to ask and they just 
laughed at them - didn't answer one of them straight. Probably doped up 
to the eyeballs. And he had, perhaps impolitely, refused an offer of some 
perfectly decent stuff; couldn't even tell them he didn't want to because, 
well maybe because of Tim. His absurd idea that they wouldn't understand 
seemed to make them smaller somehow. He could keep the tape and 
decide what to do with it afterwards, when he felt more balanced about 
the whole thing. 

He definitely didn't want to return to the caravan straightaway. 
Everyone would be mucking about and being stupid. He felt like being 
serious for a while, he didn't know why. As he reached near the end of the 
cliff path he sat down on the metal seat overlooking the ocean. It was a 
still night. The clouds that had gathered had by now dispersed. He looked 
out at the Atlantic. The beach was due west. There was no land between 
here and America. Amazing. Thousands of miles of nothing but water. His 
mind couldn't take it in - no matter how intensely he stared. The Earth was 
round: the horizon wasn't the end. To think that people allegedly thought 
the Earth was flat in the old days. Though you could see how it was 
possible to think that. Well, nearly. 

He sat in silence. It was sort of peaceful. He had no inclination to 
return yet. A half-thought formed of Mr C and that girl. Would they be out 
there somewhere banging away? He had to admit he wouldn't mind having 
the view that Mr C had. She was a powerfully built woman, that was for 
sure. Why was it that males were fascinated by women's bodies? He had 
been transfixed by her last night, even if it was a shameful admission. The 
way she swayed her bum about while Mr C was fitting the old condom. It 
was seductive, that was the word. But what was she getting out of it? 
Women were just a mystery, that was all there was to it. He must get a 
girlfriend; he just couldn't go on like this. Maybe he should take up the 
offer in Madeleine's eyes. She was always ogling him, but he never knew 
whether it was a joke. Christ, he should be feeling so happy now, after 
visiting his 'idols'. He had just been deluded. That was it. Shit. 

He continued to stare out to sea. He could sit here all night, but he 
should get back if only to let Mr Clements know. But what if he was 
shoving away in the caravan with that woman? Double shit. Well, he'd have 
to take a chance. He didn't know whether to feel happy as in peaceful, or 
sad as in deluded. Sweet innocence of youth. At least there was being a 
vegetarian. That seemed simple enough. 


29: Wednesday morning 


Ian woke up. He'd been dreaming about this fantastic chess game, 
where he was matched against a computer and he won. Everyone had 
been congratulating him, especially all the poeple he recognised, in his 
dream, as having persecuted him in real life. He looked at the computer, 
and the computer smiled back. It was happy to be beaten by someone of 
world-class abilities like Ian. The computer then gradually became full and 
fuller of light. It spoke to him in a strange language, which he could hear 
but neither understand not translate. At the crucial moment of discovery 
the computer burst open with an explosion and he was robbed of the 
explanation. 

He stretched his arms about as he hobbled sleepily out of the 
caravan. Another hot stinking day. He hated them, hated the sun making 
him pinker and pinker. He never seemed to turn brown, unlike all the 
others. He had been one of Mr Clements's constant customers with the 
suntan lotion. 

As he strolled along the beach, he noticed a body crashed out on the 
sand, head pillowed on an old Oxbow sweatshirt. It was Chris Wilkinson. 
What a surprise. Ian wondered if he was OK. There didn't seem to be 
anybody else about. Even the early jogging group weren't up and about 
yet. He leaned over Popkid. 

"You allright, Chris?" 

"Unh. Unh-huh." Ian waited for a few moments. 

"Why aren't you in bed?" 

"Unh. 'Sallright. Late back. Disturb guys." 

"Right, see you later." He mouthed something that Willo might have 
said. Popkid grunted in agreement subconsciously. The early morning was 
so peaceful. Why did everyone have to ruin it by getting up and leaping 
abour hyperactively? He could stay all day just for once and soak up the 
atmosphere without interference. That would be a treat. Well, at least he 
was away from home for a few days. All too soon he would be back in the 
clutches of his Mum. He was determined to enjoy this second half of the 
week. 


Kathryn woke up. So much had been happening in her dream. What a 
waste of time dreaming was sometimes. This time, another angel. Another 
black one, for God's sake. When would they ever leave her alone? So was 
so fed up. She wanted to wake up in the morning to light and love and 
colour, not aggravated mental torture. What was happening in her life? 
Were these the growing pains every adult rattled on about ad nauseam? 
She was so pissed off. If it had been a normal day at school, she just 
wouldn't have turned up. But since it was Activities Week. . .and they had 
one less day to prepare. It was really down to today and tomorrow, with 
setting up the exhibition on Friday. Well, at least she had lots of drawings 


of the Blake man. She hopped out of bed with a serious headache but what 
the hell? The drawings were strewn all over the place. She had returned 
last night from Amy's and worked far into the night. She'd been so inspired 
and even in the cold light of the 7.30 alarm, they still looked OK. It was 
amazing what you could do with some human inspiration. It was one thing 
waiting for it, for the 'Muse' or whatever. So dry, so unrewarding. And then 
you meet with a fellow spirit, someone who was genuinely interested in the 
artistic life, and suddenly there's an extra force with whatever you try. She 
wanted to do something special for Amy - a present for just being the most 
real person around, withour fuss or hypocrisy when she had needed that. 
Even Rob, with his healing body and chemical affinities, couldn't supply 
what Kate really wanted. Not that she would abandon him. He was 
obviously the best thing from a physical point of view and however long it 
lasted she would be grateful to him for understanding those particular 
needs. But you couldn't dedicate anything to him: he wasn't an Art Guy. 
Strangely, Amy was. Now Kathryn didn't feel alone in all that. She had 
invited her along to school to have a close look at what they had been 
doing. She must remember to tell Mrs A, so that it wasn't a complete 
surprise. 

It was another unbearably hot morning. Christ, when was this 
madman weather going to stop? She'd dance on the lawn to make it rain, 
well perhaps not. She had to open the window; in her sleepy haze of last 
night she had forgotten. The bedroom had become fuggy and stuffy in the 
few hours of sleep. She drew the curtains - Jesus, it seemed to be even 
lighter and brighter than usual out there. Suddenly, Kathryn was aware of 
some kind of weird note in the air. She would have called it music, if it had 
some variance of tone or pitch, but it just seemed to consist of one note, 
gradually getting louder as she opened the window wider, though this one 
note was made up of a blend of. . .sshe wasn't sure. She was thinking 
‘colours’, but that couldn't be. As she pulled back the curtains fully, she 
was numbed. The whole front of her body became a shield. They flattened 
her against herself. Vaguely she saw shapes swirling. They were lighter 
than light, another colour beyond white. Though more real, more vast, 
more intelligent than the light. A face flickered in and around, two faces, 
then many faces into one, like the strands of the one note. He mind 
resisted and told her a dozen reasons why this was not happening, but 
after becoming more numb than she could possibly imagine, her mind 
caved in. She became part of her shield. She absorbed the swirling massed 
lines of light. Their voices spoke along the strands in that one note. They 
told of infinite riches and fantastic insights into the soul. They were 
messengers from another sphere. They were her own angels, finally 
breaking through into contact after all these light years. It was the one 
moment when all the conditions were right. She was ready. She had 
travelled so far. She was so weary. This refreshment was for her, if only she 


could stop and listen to them. She faded away into forgetfulness, kept still 
by the enveloping shield of the one note. All the strands caressed her as 
she glided to the floor. Then the garden light dissolved into morning 
reality, and the force of life once more renewed its contact with the earth 
and air. The void was filled again. The angels floated back into their own 
sphere. The birds took over the task of shifting the balance of sound. The 
silence had ended. She had been touched by the angels in the garden. The 
drawings of Blake smiled serenely on the bedroom floor in their lines and 
contours. Without the line, no patience. 


Popkid woke up. Someone had been standing over him. He didn't 
recall who. The sun was right in his eyes. Shit, what had happened? One 
minute he had been staring out to sea in the moonlight, the next thing he 
knew he was scrunched up like a rag on the sand. 

Then it all started to come back to him. He had slipped the note 
under the door for Mr C. He had heard snoring from inside but the 
windows were blocked. He could have opened the door though he didn't 
want the possibility of embarrassment. Still, he hadn't wanted to return to 
those dicks in his caravan. A serious case of adulthood or what? What he 
needed was a good rest after his sleep. Stupid really. For some reason he'd 
had this really weird dream about Kathryn. Certainly he hadn't thought 
about her much during the week so far. It made a change from mad 
dreams about characters who could have been Tim, which had been 
plaguing him. Kate had had this big encounter with aliens or something. 
Perhaps it was the spirit of Jackson Bollock or whatever the name was, the 
drippy guy returned to haunt her. You had to laugh when your dreams 
were so wacky. Christ, he had to get some proper sleep. He gradually 
noticed that there were no people around. It must be really early. He 
glanced at his watch: 7.35. 

He sat up and had a good peer around. Mr Townsend and early 
joggers would be up and about soon. He didn't want to get caught this 
time. Stumbling over to his caravan, he noticed the curtains drawn in Mr 
Clements's. Furious brushing of teeth was taking place, he could hear. 
With slight temerity he knocked on the door. 

"M'boy, you're up and running. How d'you do it? How was your secret 
mission?" All this said through a froth of toothpaste and a spit down the 
sink. 

"It's not what you think, Sir." 

"What am I thinking?" 

"Well, I thought. . ." 

“You thought that I thought that you were thinking about the 
fascinating subject of women?" 

"Yeah, sort of. But it wasn't." 

"You don't sound so thrilled in any case." 


"It was disappointing." 

“Whatever it was." 

"Yeah. But life rolls on." 

"It certainly does, with a vengeance." 

"Get some good shut-eye then, Sir?" 

"Did I detect a hint of irony there, Chris?" 

"Not much, Sir. Just mild sarcasm, with a hint of parody." 

"You're becoming too efficient at these technical literary terms. More 
personal response is indicated", this being a typical Clements reply in the 
classroom. 

"Allright, Sir. You weren't knocking up that muscular chick that you 
were shagging to death the night before. Is that direct enough?" Popkid 
was amazed at is own audacity. How could he say this to a teahcer, even 
cuddly Mr C? He expected he would shout back and tell him off. 

"It certainly is" replied Clements mildly. "No more shagging of the 
muscular chick is going to happen, as you charmingly put it. And no more 
talk about shagging the muscular chick. The muscular chick now only 
exists in the hothouse memories of a forlorn English teacher whose 
opinions of shagging have recently been radically redesigned." 

"Right" said the suddenly sober Popkid. "Just enough time for a few 
devastating press-ups before breakfast" he said, changing the subject. 


Dear Sandra 
Here we are in Cologne. We haven't progressed very far. Hotel 
arrangements all to cock. Should have been here LAST night. Minibus 
broke down again, one of the boys fixed it though. Hung around the 
cathedral while we waited. Very Gothic. Hope to make it to Plovdiv by 
tomorrow night. Hope everything OK your end, 
Dennis 


Dear John 

Thank you for your kind letter. It arrived this morning and I should 
write straightaway, because I want to tell about things here, with me and 
with the school, even though I wrote to you yesterday. You know I like to 
write letters - and to receive them! Will you write to me when I am 
returned to France? 

Here at school it has again been sad because of Tim. There have been 
a lot of newspaper people. They have been asking lots of questions, and 
every time I see one I remember poor Tim again. There is a lot of painting 
and drawing, and Mrs Adams said that we should dedicate our work to his 
memory. This, I think, is a very good ideal. Yesterday was the funeral of 
Tim. I didn't go, but I have heard it was very sad. Many people cried to see 
him cremated. Kathryn Jones went to the funeral but is not in today yet - it 
is 10.20 and break time. Perhaps she is too upset after yesterday. 


You said many kind things in your letter, but I cannot believe you 
really know these things. Are you sure it is <je t‘aime>? Someone told me 
once an English saying: <absence makes the heart more closer> or 
something like that. Is this what you mean? Anyway I hope you are having 
a good time and you are learning to surf properly. I expect the beach is full 
of pretty girls for you. Please do not feel you are saving your feeling for 
me. I am going to France soon, this you know. What the people call love, 
they call easily. It is too easy perhaps? Un coup de foudre is very rare, my 
friend. I have not experienced it, and I think you have not either. But do 
not stop being kind and thoughtful either! Yes please write me the 
postcards and tell me your news. Phone me if you like. My best wishes to 
all the students there I know, 

amities 
Monique 


Dear Mum and Dad 

Weather continues to be like the inside of a serious oven. Everyone 
very brown due to Mr Clements's judicious handing out of sun-block. A bit 
of wind occasionally for surfing highlights. I'm still a vegetarian (don't 
worry Mum!) All the details when I return. The pub in the picture is called 
the 'Lambskin' and I've only been in once for a swift half (honest!) Matt is 
very sunburnt. 

Chris 

PS Did you hear about Tim Dunkley? We're all cut up about it. Running out 
of space... 


That was it. A nice long sleep is what he needed, although those 
weird dreams about Blake in his garden were strange. When you've had a 
long sleep, the dreams at the end are always peculiar. It's as though your 
body isn't used to it - especially if you're a conscientious, hard-working, 
wake-up-at-3.30 am kind of teacher. It must have been one of them, when 
the body resists the sleep and is determined to break through into waking 
up. For some reason... 

No, it couldn't be. But those sorts of dreams are always more vivid 
than the ordinary kind. Perhaps that's because they occur nearer to the 
time you wake up and are fresher for all that. He was a little worried about 
Popkid however. What had his secret mission been? Hopefully not similar 
to his own, and yet... 

He heard his name being called over from the site office. It was a 
phone call from Foster's Green. He hurried over. It must be urgent he 
thought, since at this time of the day the call would be costly. When he 
arrived at the office, one of the instructors was handing him the phone. 

"Someone called Catherine or Kathleen I think. She sounds upset. 
Couldn't make out what she was saying at first." 


"Thanks" said Clements. He tried to compose himself. Trauma about 
Tim? He couldn't think of anything else. 

"I can leave the office if you want" said the instructor. 

"Eh? No, it's OK, no problem. Hello, Kathryn?" 

"Mr C, Mr C. You're there. I had to tell someone and you're the only 
one who'd understand. I tried to get through earlier but you weren't there. 

“Where are you phoning from?" This didn't seem like the usually- 
confident Kathryn. What was going on? 

"From home. They've all gone out. I couldn't go. Just the most 
amazing experience. Can't describe it, couldn't tell them. Think I'm batty, 
feel like it. Couldn't describe. But I thought of you. You'd know 'cause 
you're into him. I mean Blake. I couldn't believe, well I could. This music, it 
was like loud light. One one note. Sorry, I'll explain. It was the light, it was 
so well, it was loud. I couldn't hear anything else, I froze up. Couldn't hear 
it, was so deafening. Wait a minute, I've dropped the phone. . ." She just 
wasn't making any sense. Perhaps she was on an acid trip or something. 
But at 9.30 in the morning? 

"Are you allright, Kathryn? You sound confused. Tell me what 
happened from the beginning." 

"Right, sorry Mr C. Must think I'm a loony. God, I just couldn't believe 
it. It was like angels, they were swarming everywhere, but they didn't have 
bodies. It wasn't like in those pre-Raphaelite things where they've got 
massive wings and they're just like handsome looking humans. It was 
devastating, Mr C. Just light, and this noise well, it was more than noise. It 
can't take it in. It was Blake, I saw him.. ." 

"You saw Blake? William Blake?" Oh Jesus, off her trolley. 

"Yeah, no please, believe me Mr Clements, you're the only one who's 
going to. 'Cause you're into him aren't you? It wasn't like that drawing 
y'know, of him conversing with the spirits of some dead people. It was just 
light but it had a purpose. I'd been up late doing these studies of him, and 
the drawings are all over the floor. And I woke up, and opened the window 
‘cause it was stuffy in the room.. ." 

"Sorry Kathryn, it's all going by too quick for me. Can you speak 
more slowly? And are you sure now, that you weren't dreaming it. . .?" 

"You've got to believe me Mr C. Oh, I don't care really. Why should 
you? Just sounds stupid. . ." 

"No, what I mean is that sometimes, when people stay up late and 
they're concentarting on some particular image, they dream of that image. 
I've done it myself after I've read. . ." 

"No! I was awake. I'd got up. I was getting ready to get dressed. It 
was real." 

"OK, it was real." 

"But it was, look you've got to. . ." 


"Believe you? Yes I know, but how can I? I wasn't there. It's all a little 
subjective, isn't it?" 

"Subjective? Shit Mr C, no! It's just happened. Just here, now. It was 
as though everything had been waiting for that moment and then 
everything faded. It WAS like a dream, but when I was awake. . ." 

"Are you sure that Tim's death. . .?" 

"What's that got to do with it?" 

"Well, sometimes when someone close to you dies, you get trauma." 
Keep talking, keep talking. All those practice runs for this, when the lesson 
still has five minutes left and you need to fill that time, talking to the class 
with suitable waffle. "And sometimes the trauma gets kind of changed into 
something else..." 

"Oh no, not bloody Freud again?" 

"Kathryn, I..." 

"Sorry, but it's nothing to do with that. This was real, not in the mind. 
I'm not being a hysterical woman here." You could have fooled me. 

"No, of course not, but. . ." 

"I admit that Tim dying did have a big effect on me. I went to the 
funeral, was it yesterday? Yeah, yesterday I think, or was it the day 
before?" 

"Yesterday." 

"Yeah, it was weird. But it's not that." 

"So let me get this straight. You had a genuine vision of William 
Blake, as an angel who was outside your window? No one else saw this I 
suppose?" 

"No no, but it doesn't make any difference." 

"Was it like a UFO or something like that?" 

"No, definitely not. It was like it was in me as well. Something that's 
part of me and I had to be a shield against it. I just sort of became that 
shield and I can't remember much about that bit, except I want to feel it 
again. Like something broke through to me from what I thought was 
outside, but all that outside was actually in me. I'm not explaining this very 
well." 

"Well, by what you say, it sounds very much like the Indian scriptures. 
Vedas, Upanishads and so on." 

"Right. Never heard of them. But that's got nothing to do with Blake." 

"Kathryn sorry, but have you been working on the painting of Blake at 
school?" 

"Yeah. Well, yeah. That's why I did some practice last night. 'Cause I 
missed school today, I mean yesterday, 'cause of the funeral. I was really 
stuck getting to the expression y'know. But now I see it so clearly. I know 
what he looks like. Like looking in a mirror and I'm seeing through his 
eyes and I know what he looks like and what he wants. I know exactly how 
to do this." 


"Are you going into school today?" 

"Yeah, as soon as I get dressed and go." 

"It might be just as well not to mention this to anyone." 

"Why not?" 

"Kate, I thought you were intelligent." 

"Yeah, that's what they all say. You think they'd all laugh at me?" 

"Probably. You sound a bit wild actually. Like you've seen a ghost." 

"Thanks, but it wasn't a ghost. It was real." 

"So you say though unfortunately, it's only ever going to be real for 
you. Maybe no-one else is going to believe you." 

"But you believe me Mr C, don't you?" 

"I don't know the hell why, but I think I do. Curiously it's not out of 
place with the general wackiness of events in the last couple of days. And 
Kate, I think I ought to tell you that I had a dream about Blake's garden 
last night. . ." 

"Sir!" 

",, .but in my dream he was walking around and talking to me as if I 
was one of the spirits. I've just now recollected it. Perhaps your words 
triggered off the memory or whatever it is." 

"Mr C, that's amazing. When did you dream of Blake's garden before? 
Never, I bet." 

"Well, I can't recall... 

"Right and you won't, 'cause it's a one-off. I can feel it." 

"Kathryn, just take it easy will you? Don't overdo it. Just stay in the 
company of a trusted friend and don't talk too much." 

"You think I've gone off my trolley, don't you?" 

"Well no, but. . ." 

"But what? I knew you'd say this. You don't really believe me." 

"If you knew that, why ring up?" He could hear the sound of crying on 
the other end of the phone. He looked up. The instructor was trying to look 
like he wasn't listening and doing some supposedly conscentrated 
paperwork at his desk. As Clements stared into space, waiting for Kathryn 
to calm down, the instructor said: 

"I'm due to check over something. See you later. Take as long as you 
like." Christ, he's treating me like a ten year old. 

"OK, cheers." Kathryn had stopped crying, gradually. 

"Sorry Sir. Couldn't help it. Been crying a lot lately y'know." 

"Yes, I know what you mean." 

"Right, so you think I should go to school then?" 

"Is there anyone at home?" 

"No. They won't be back till later. I couldn't ring Rob or any of my 
friends. They wouldn't. . ." 

"I understand. Just go in to school. Act normally. And phone me later, 
right? How about Mrs Adams?" 


"No, definitely not. She'd think I was well traumatised. She's 
dedicated the art exhibition to the memory of Tim. Very weird." 

"Well, take it easy - please. I'll let you go: your folks' phone bill's 
going to look pretty sick." 

"Right, thanks Mr C. You're a pal." 

"That's the kinda guy I am, Kathryn." 

"Yeah right. OK, so I might ring you later." 

"Definitely ring me later. With a full report." 

"Right, I will. ‘Bye then." 

"Bye, Kathryn." Jesus H Christ, as they used to say in American B- 
movie madness. Oh, and have patience Kathryn Jones, or else they'll chuck 
you in the loonybin along with all the other visionaries. This was getting 
out of hand. Though he had had that dream of Blake. Was it just 
coincidence? Seemed more like the old Jungian 'sychnronicity', with no 
particular cause other than the general air of trauma for its stimulus. No: 
it's a coincidence. Except that dream which could have been about Tim the 
night before he died. Oh this is too creepy. Just enjoy the waves and the 
sunshine, Kid Clements. Don't get wrapped up in it. What did they all 
want, these women in his life? The old Freudian question - what do women 
want? A damned good poke to ‘sort them out'? A place in the sun? Lots of 
shopping time, with supplied money? Equality in the workplace and pay- 
packet? Six thousand years of patriarchial society upended or withdrawn 
from? Rampant sex doggie-style twice nightly? An honours degree in self- 
assertive role modelling? A night out with the boys (or girls)? It was 
complex. Kathryn's was a very female response though, it seemed. But how 
and, more importantly, why? Don't know dorkhead, but why are you talking 
to yourself? Don't know, though it's the first form of madness, as they say. 

Yes. 


30: Wednesday afternoon 


"This is the five o'clock news from the BBC. Only three days after a 
sixth former's overdose suicide sparked a drugs enquiry in rural 
Buckinghamshire, more trouble for the beleagured Foster's Green high 
school. It appears from reports just in, that members of a school party, 
including the Headmaster Dennis Brading, have been arrested on the 
Bulgarian/Romanian border on suspicion of importing a large quantity of 
cannabis. Our Special Eastern European correspondent Tony Ashton is on 
the line from Sofia. Tony, can you hear me?" 

"Yes, coming through loud and clear." 


"Tony, can you confirm that arrests have been made?" 

"Well, it would appear that Mr Brading and his party were detained 
last night at around 8pm, as they made their way through the border post 
of Lom in the north of Bulgaria. They had been travelling for four anda 
half days since leaving England. They had encounted numerous difficulties 
with their vehicle and had been originally due to arrive on the eastern 
seaboard of Bulgaria, at the resort of Burgos, a couple of days ago. It 
seems that one of the border guard dogs sniffed out the drugs in a routine 
search." 

"Tony, is it a regular occurrence, searching for drugs in vehicles 
passing through the country?" 

"Yes, though of course it's usually in the other direction. Many arrests 
have been made here, and in subsequent border stations, of drug dealers 
returning from the heroin and opiate producing countries of Turkey, 
Pakistan and Afghanistan, so I would guess that it was a surprise to the 
authorities to discover drugs being smuggled IN." 

"How serious is the problem for the group?" 

"Very serious. The Bulgarian border police are well aware of the 
delicacy of the situation, arresting British nationals on holiday in their 
country, when their government is trying its utmost to promote the country 
as a tourist haven for Westerners under the new so-called democratic 
regime. So they must have hard evidence." 

"Tony, have you heard how the group is being treated? Have they 
been detained under jail conditions?" 

"From what we have been told, all the pupils and the three teachers 
in charge are being kept under house arrest at the local mayor's country 
estate, rather than in a prison or remand centre - but it must be very 
unpleasant for them nevertheless. They are, after all, only here for a week, 
and it looks like the week will be taken up with them sorting this mess 
out." 

"Lastly Tony, has anyone an idea of how much cannabis has been 
found?" 

"No, not yet, though I presume the authorities consider the amount 
to be much more than for personal use. In other words they will be 
charged with Bulgarian law's equivalent of ‘intent to supply’. Which would, 
of course, have very serious repercussions for the group - and the school." 

"Thanks Tony Ashton for that report from Sofia, the capital of 
Bulgaria. As the news broke in England today, anxious parents and other 
relatives were besieging the school for further information. We 
interviewed one parent, Mrs Heather Watson." 

"Well, we just don't know what's happened. Everything seems very 
confused. We just want to know that our Josie's safe and well. But the 
Bulgarian Embassy isn't saying anything. We just don't know." 

"Mrs Watson, what do you think of the allegations that the party were 


Carrying drugs to sell?" 

"I don't know what to think. It sounds so bizarre. I can't believe it's 
true." 

"One aspect of the trip that has puzzled parents and governors of the 
school is why there are so few pupils taking part. The party consists of 
eight pupils and three teachers. We asked Mrs Sandra Stevens, deputy 
head teacher of the school." 

"It was always the school's intention to run this trip and Dennis 
Brading has put an enormous effort into setting up and organising all the 
details. What we cannot yet discover from the Bulgarian authorities is why 
they should want to arrest innocent British citizens when they were so 
enthusiastic about the trip originally. It doesn't make sense." 

"Mrs Stevens, it must be galling for you to have to preside over this 
incident after the tragedy that occurred only three days ago." 

"It is. We don't know whether we are coming or going. Our poor 
students won't recover from the shock of Timothy Dunkley's death for a 
long time, but just as we were making headway with counselling and 
advisory procedures, we are dealt this body blow." 

"It must be said that there is a link between the two incidents, 
namely the drugs element. Doesn't this bother you?" 

"Of course it does, though the two incidents must be seen as 
individual situations - both of course very worrying for the parents and 
pupils concerned." 

"But isn't the fact that two separate incidents hitting the school both 
involve illegal drug use a cause for more than just 'worry'?" 

"As I said on Sunday, and this is still true today, we are proud that our 
drugs awareness campaigns have been successful in this school. The fact 
that one pupil decided on a certain course of action does not diminish this 
achievement. We will have to wait and see what the facts are in Bulgaria 
before jumping to conclusions." 

"Isn't this latest incident bound to affect parents' decisions to send 
their children to your school?" 

"I think any parent who takes a balanced view of the excellent 
facilities and high levels of teaching standards we have in place at Foster's 
Green will make an informed decision, based on what we have to offer." 

"Mrs Stevens, acting headteacher of Foster's Green High School. 
Tomorrow there are expected to be questions asked in the House of 
Commons about the legal position of British citizens held in custody in this 
non-EEC European country. Earlier I spoke to Barrie Jenkin, Shadow Junior 
Minister for Foreign Affairs." 

"Well, we shall certainly be pressing the Foreign Secretary, not only 
for factual information concerning the British citizens held in custody in 
Bulgaria, but also about the legal implications of their detention. We need 
to establish whether they are receiving the appropriate treatment and also 


access to legal and medical advice. The Government's track record on this 
sort of issue is not good, as you know." 

"But Mr Jenkin, what can they do at this stage in the proceedings?" 

"They can certainly press the Bulgarian authorities to divulge any 
details about the arrest and detention of the party and ensure that they be 
returned safely to Britain at the earliest available opportunity." 

"Thank you, Mr Jenkin. Anthony Forsyth, Mr jenkin's opposite 
number in the Government department dealing with the incident, was not 
available for comment. We'll have more details in the six o'clock news. And 
now on to other news. Mr Major has reaffirmed that the Government's 
stance on backing the British beef industry has not wavered... 


Popkid glanced across at Mr Clements, who wasn't looking too 
pleased with life at the moment. Well, he couldn't say he blamed him. First 
Tim Dunkley, and then his very mixed-up love life. Enough to give anyone 
the gnarly gnarls. This cous-cous Algerienne, or whatever it was that Nina 
said, was pretty special though. He had just never imagined that 
vegetarian food could be so various and lush too. There was no getting 
away from it, these Norwegian - and Belgian - goddesses could cook. 
Especially Nina. He had been getting back into serious Nina-watching 
mode today, after the last two days of upsets, having offered his services as 
assistant to the assistant cook (Katie). It was an excuse to further ogle 
Nina of course, though he also had a genuine desire to learn the 
vegetarian cuisine. Taking down copious notes looked a tad swotty, but he 
knew he'd forget all the details if he didn't write them down. This had 
caused great hilarity among the more dorkheaded of his mates who saw 
the whole thing as a mad stunt to insinuate himself with the lovely 
Nordics, but it wasn't totally true. Even Matt was being overly sarcastic, 
having changed his tune from the 'Madeleine Foster fancies you' routine to 
the 'you don't stand a snowball's chance in Marbella of scoring with those 
supermodel cooks’ routine. Jealous or what? No, he was going to make the 
veggie thing work. Anyway, Mr C's earlier advice might be fruitful: be a pal 
and listen. Absorb the cultural stuff. And be a pen-pal if necessary. Should 
be simple and effective. Nina was spending loads of time instructing him 
on the details of life in sunny Oslo and its environs and he was getting 
plenty of time to closely observe those cheekbones and write the old lush 
stuff down in the notebook. A bit like Heaven without the harps. Haha 
Malc and Stuart. Rubbernecks. 

But that Mr Clements, he was down in the dumps. As he was doing 
the drying up (to be polite and help Nina out) he asked him what the 
matter was. He felt somewhat more confident with the English teacher, 
having been a confidant and all that. 

"My boy, disturbing news again, from the home front. Can I trust you 
to be discreet?" 


"No one else about, Mr C. Even the visions of loveliness have moved 
off to clear the decks. Sock it to me." 

"Well my news also concerns visions of loveliness, of the more 
disturbing kind." He filled Popkid in on what details he could divine from 
Kathryn's garbled phone message. "Do you know her well?" 

"Well, we're sort of mates in a jokey way. We phone each other up. I 
mean, there's never been any going out together involved. Strictly - what's 
the word?" 

"Platonic?" 

"Yeah, that's right. It's good though. I've told her stuff that's been 
bothering me, before now. She's a top listener. And of course, dead brainy. 
But in a way, your news doesn't surprise me, Sir." 

"No?" 

"No. Underneath that tough exterior, she's delicate I reckon. I mean, 
she sometimes flids for no apparent reason, well we all do but, you feel 
sometimes she's a bit too brainy for her own good. I dunno. I mean I'm not 
as intelligent as her, so I can't really say." 

“Though you're a keen observer of human nature, more to the point." 

"You think so? I'm not so sure. But I do think I know her pretty well. 
Does it sound weird to say that I could believe what you're saying? It 
doesn't surprise me a hundred per cent." 

"It surprised me a hundred per cent. I don't really know what to do. 
I've asked her to keep me informed, though I can hardly dash back to 
school." 

"But you feel edgy 'cause of what none of us did before Tim. . .?" 

"Yes, of course." 

"Well, I don't think Kate's going to do anything stupid. Not that Tim. . 


"I know, I know what you mean. Well, we can't do anything. Phoning 
her parents is probably not a wise option in the circumstances." 

"It's turning out to be a bit of a week, isn't it Sir?" 

"It certainly is my boy, it certainly is." Popkid looked over Clements's 
shoulder out of the door. A white-faced Miss Westbrook strode past. 


Monique looked over at the students preparing their work for the 
exhibition. Can they prepare everything before Friday? She wasn't sure. 
Some of the projects would be ready, she thought. The large painting of 
Chaucer and three of the characters from <Canterbury Tales> was coming 
along. And the other English writers: Dickens, sitting in his chair with a 
fine goatee beard - and Shakespeare, standing on the stage at the Globe 
theatre. Some of the work on the models from the life drawing class was 
very good. It was the woman's final day today. She wondered how anyone 
could sit still for that long a time and let people gaze at her. Monique 
wouldn't have done it for a lot of money. While she was being the security 


woman, for most of Monday and then some time today as well, she had 
plenty of time to think about the artistic worth of such a situation. One 
cannot deny that the human body is very beautiful to draw, whether or not 
the person is glamorous. It is given by God and taken away by Him also, 
and it displays His own artistic talent, if you want to say it that way. We 
can only try to impersonate that skill, for sure. She felt that the students 
had generally made a good job. But she had felt obliged not to be around 
when the male model was posing yesterday, well most of the day. She had 
seen him when he had arrived. He was certainly a good-looking man, 
about 25 to 30 years, she guessed. But it was so strange to see him 
nakedly posing. She had to avert her eyes, although she was conscious of a 
desire to look again. This is something you didn't see on the beach. And 
what would happen if he became. . .well, it just wasn't worth thinking 
about. All it did was to make her think of Henri which made her feel sad, 
so it was over to the technology workshop to help the design and tech 
assistant make some more frames. She had enjoyed the work: something 
she hadn't tried before and it had gone well. The assistant had explained 
that in years past it had been exclusively a male job, this woodwork. But 
now, anyone could do it. She was actually quite good, and during about 
one half of a day had cut out and assembled two large frames and had 
begun another. She was very pleased. 

One person she was worried about though, was Kathryn Jones. She 
had arrived late today and had seemed not very well. She had been talking 
to herself a lot, mumbling under her breath and ignoring what most people 
were Saying to her. She was a little bit untidy with herself, which was 
unusual for her. But her painting was very good. She had told her 
assistants they could work on their own for the week (Nick looked worried, 
though later she saw him happily working on the life drawing). Kathryn 
worked very hard and more quickly than usual, and by the time Monique 
had left for the bungalow, she had sketched out a larger canvas than the 
one she was working on before, a very strange design. William Blake's face 
became a lot smaller in this painting and the main part of the canvas was 
filled with what Kathryn called the 'Angels of Life’. Monique didn't 
understand what she meant, but Kathryn was very intelligent and she was 
sure she knew what she wanted to make. 

Monique stayed behind for a while to help Mrs Adams to clear up. 
When they had finished sorting out whose work was whose and Mrs Adams 
had phoned the male model to see what time he was arriving for his final 
session, they left, checking with Kathryn that she was allright. She hadn't 
even glanced up, which was very strange for such a charming and honest 
girl. It was good to see someone so passionate about her work though. You 
didn't often see that in an English school, or perhaps she was biased in 
favour of the French outlook on education: much more strict, much more 
work in less school time. Yes, she was biased. It was her homeland. Soon 


she would be seeing it again from the cross-Channel ferry. Yes. 


Yes yes yes. More light, more light. The lines charting the light. 

Gradations, gradations of meaning in each colour explaining the rainbow'd 
hues in all living things. Must get a strong line above everything. Those that said it 
didn't matter were wrong. They had no idea how to shape a face, a body. It was 
just some paint on stupid canvas unless it was formed as an allegorical line of 
meaning through vision. What was the point otherwise? And here they are, 
beginning to take shape. The Guardians. The Guardians of the doors aloft. They 
were shapely and sublime. Oh no, they wouldn't be denied. At last, at last to show 
them what the correct notion was. Once upon a time there was tolerance of error, 
but there was no longer any time for that. The time must be drawing nigh for 
people to realise who the Guardians were. In this new age, only new ideas. 

I'll be fucked if I can get this all down today. One more day left after 
this. And the distraction of Rob. I'll take all this into the smaller room, if 
Mrs A sees the sense. I can ask her first thing. What a miracle! Only to me, 
it happened to me. This is the signal - I've been waiting for this. What have 
I done with my life? Naff all. This is the chance. This beautiful line, how did 
I miss it before? Does it look more like him? I hope so, but the constant 
changes of line mean you can't be sure. Every second. Mrs Simpson would 
be pleased. I must show her as soon as it's finished. Such a blend of her 
William and mine. Never have I done anything to match this. What a buzz. 
There's nothing like it, the creative stretch. I can't even be bothered to 
speak, to talk, what's the point? Wastage of energy lines. What's more 
important - the rush of Art or poncing around making smalltalk? I need to 
work so hard on this, every second, I'll just stay on. It's got to be done, it's 
the only answer. This time, I can really speed up with the same skill, it's 
amazing the gift I feel after they. . .after they showed me, in me. Patience 
chases itself. That's OK. You don't have time for patience when you're 
flying your life like this. 

| told them the line would return in another Age, and this is it, masters. And 
you, the court painter, the President of the Society, the priest painter in the 
garden of imprisoned love, the hypocrites in the Law and Physics, what have you 
done to redeem yourselves in the eyes of that fantastic force? Nothing that 
eternity will hold to its bosom. | have endured and | see now the limit of my 
endurance. Beyond that, the might of the New Age will take over. Poets and 
artisans of this earthly wheel will be united in the democratic triumph. No more 
John Bull and his press gang. The mighty excess of wisdom will triumph; her arms 
will encircle the world's pain. All my saints will meet to converse and exchange 
ideas of the forms of God. Sages from the East will shake hands with the rugged 
explorers and artisans of the Western seas. A great holocaust will wipe the Earth; 
those responsible for the fruition of all Good will be saved and thrown up out of 
the gullet of Earth to rebuild London and Rome, Jerusalem and all the great cities 
that have triumphed over adversity in previous ages. The Anti-Christ's position will 
fundamentally change. He can be transformed into a rabid animal and enchained 
in solitude while the battle continues without his interference. All the revelations 


will be at hand, when the people realise that Art, Literature and the dynamic 
presentation of God's anger and sorrows are to be absorbed, not in mock piety 
and sanctity, but with the genuine muscle and strength of the human Imagination. 
It will raise us up on high. To be exalted and praiseworthy before all judges. 

And then I can really cut the crap and make a series of those things. 
It'll be so fantastically serious a piece of art, they'll think of burning me at 
the stake for even suggesting it might be true. Or p'raps they'll just think 
I'm a nutter. It's been known. But I don't care any more. This is my chance 
- what do they know? Parents, brother, teachers, so-called friends. None of 
them can see what I see anyway, so why should I care at all? I don't really 
belong to them anyway. Would I have chosen them randomly from a crowd 
for their affinity to me? No way. I'm never going back, well mentally that 
is. I'll exist in the same time, eat their food and use their money-energy, 
though as for any more conformity - if it's needed they can suck 
themselves. It's only being polite and arse-licking anyway. I didn't want to 
do that before and after today, I KNOW I'm right. This painting is going to 
be brilliant with light, but it's just the first. William, Cecil, Paul K, I love 
you madmen prophets, your true hour has come. And it's coming through 
me, I can feel it. Eat me up, I'm ripe. I could paint all night with you inside 
me. This light line curve - it's the only way to paint. The extremities of 
emotion, but all lined up inside a human being, just waiting to be released. 

All heavens, all earths, glowing with the amazement of the sight and touch 
of angels. Theirs is the only answer, the only retribution that saves 
compassionately the Man brought down to poverty. And now Woman too. The 
Guardians have ripped the veil and the true Art can pour in unabated. So long it 
has been waiting in the ante-chamber, now it can be revealed to the multitude. 
Every human can become aware of this divine source. Only from today will the so- 
called Art World be immersed in this vision. From then, the lives of these mystical 
creatures will become the true mythology for this New Age. Every poet, every 
artist and artisan, every engraver, will pick up their tools and rejoice that at last, 
they can practise their art without fear of prejudice, victimisation or travesty. 
Plagiarism is the curse of Mankind. We don't need to slavishly copy: it is all inside 
of us. Just waiting to be freed. The innocent awaits his turn with the patience not 
of a saint but of the natural human being. The patience of the exchange of 
Compassion. Jehovah sits calmly with the Eastern mystic; Jacob listens to the 
discourse of Priestley. Our bright lives are a journey to the paradise of expression. 
Then lose patience! Win liberation! This Art will pave the way. One day the kings 
of wrath and the priests of lustful envy will be overthrown and the kingdom 
shared out among the beggars, the drunkards, the harlots, the press-ganged 
sailors and the scum of the earth. God will be found in the gutters. All are 
gathering for this greatest onslaught between the Imagination and its bullying 
cousin Reason. Flying gods of unison, partake of the nectar that is yours by right. 
You have earned your day of judgement. 

OK, until seven tonight at least. Let them all scuttle back home. The 
fire is in me, in us. Forget the bloody pre-Raphaelites, the Bloomsburies 
and the Conservatoire twerps. This is the Art of the coming Twenty-First 


century, the Millennium of our dreams, the New Age of expressing 
yourself. Every little drop is gonna be extracted. Sort the scum from the 
golden chalice! Patience gets its rewards!! 


31: Wednesday evening 


Clements was propped up outside his caravan in the shade reading 
an Ian McEwan a sixth former had lent him months ago. She'd given up 
trying to get it back. His feeble excuses about having no time to test-drive 
it had finally convinced the student she would never lend another book to a 
teacher. They were so unpredictable, and liars too. Anyone could guess 
that he'd lost it and was too mean to cough up the cash for another copy. 
So Clements had brought it along with him, together with a couple of 
weightier volumes (Mandelstam's wife's memoirs and Nabokov's 'Laughter 
in the dark') to catch up on some alpha brain wave magic. Fat chance so 
far with all the goings on and traumas. Trouble was, the book was full of 
teenagers doing naughty things like incest, masturbation and seducing 
underage girls and then murdering them. Very cheerful. He flung the book 
down and picked up the Nabokov. He'd read the first few chapters months 
ago though now of course had forgotten the story line. Such is the busy 
teaching life. This text, he now recalled as he flicked through the pages, 
was all about criminal adultery and gradual death in 1930s Berlin. Shite, 
he should have brought PG Wodehouse. He could do with a sound laugh as 
Popkid, sorry Chris, would have said. 

After a few minutes’ resigned reading, he was disturbed by a 
distraught looking Pam Westbrook. Christ, have THESE adulterers been 
caught by - the kids, the police, Mind Control on Planet Zargon? His mind 
turned over the consequences, flippantly. Public humiliation in Foster's 
Green Ye Olde Towne Square? Shut up, and listen. Why was it whenever 
you began to get into a decent book. . . 

"John. Have you been listening to the news?" 

“Too depressing. Swansea have a match tonight." 

"No, I'm serious. Someone's told me there's more about the school on 
national news. The instructor chap in the office had been listening to the 
Radio 4 news." 

"Surely they've turned the spotlight off since Sunday. What more is 
there to say? Why don't they let the poor kid rest in peace?" 

"No, it's evidently nothing to do with Tim. It's about Dennis's group in 
Bulgaria. They've been arrested on drug-smuggling charges." 

"What?! You're winding me up, Pam." On a moment's reflection, he 
could hardly think of a less likely scenario. The innocent Pam. But he still 
couldn't believe it. "What are the details?" 

"He couldn't remember much, but something to do with being 
arrested at the border and not being in jail. And there was an interview 
with Sandra about parents not sending their kids to the school because of 
the drugs scandals." 

"Oh well, one or two ‘voluntary’ redundancies next year. I could do 
with a break." 

"Please be serious, John." 


"I bet you've told Atlas, and he wasn't serious either" said Clements. 

“How did you know?" 

"How do I know? Because I know him, that's why. Unless it's PE or 
other sport he's not terribly interested, is he? Have you ever had any 
stimulating intellectual discussions about historical perspective or chaos 
theory with him?" 

"That's beside the point. The real point is: do we tell the pupils or 
not?" 

"I wish you'd stop calling them 'pupils', Pam. It sounds like a hundred 
pairs of eyes out on stalks." 

"Charles thinks we should tell them, but he wants me to do it." 

"Surprise surprise. You do too much for the guy already." 

“What do you mean?" 

"Oh never mind. Yes, let's call a news conference and tell 'em the bad 
news. Get it over with. Unless you want to wait till there's more 
information. When's the next TV news?" 

"Nine o'clock. We've missed the main six o'clock slot." 

"Righto. I say we tell 'em soon and let them watch the box for once." 
Much to their disgruntlement, the students hadn't been allowed to watch 
the TV in the office, since it had to be locked up when the instructors left 
at 6 pm or thereabouts. The small recreation room only had a couple of 
pool tables and some ancient computer game equipment. It was the big 
moan of the week from the TV addicts. 

"But if we do that, they'll want to watch the TV every evening." 

"We can just borrow the key for one night. Are they still around?" 

"Yes, I think so. They stayed a little later today. I'll run over and ask." 

Clements looked at the unrelenting sun as if in supplication. What are 
you doing? Why did we deserve this? By 'we' he didn't mean some sort of 
collective responsibility, but a hollow doubling of his own resentment at 
the troubles in store. When he thought more seriously he realised it was 
bound to have repercussions beyond his own reckoning right now. Blimey 
it was Bulgaria, for Godsake, not Paris or Rome. We're talking edge of the 
civilised world here. People get tortured and disappear in these kind of 
cultures. Only a few years ago they weren't allowing any westerners in 
unless they were diplomats or other privileged types. What do the 
Bulgarians know about us? What would they make of Dennis and Derek, 
even more dubiously? Brading and Hubble: the dynamic duo. The situation 
was absurd. Drug-smuggling? This has got to be a joke. He wouldn't put it 
past one or two of the students on that trip to take a bit of wacky baccy 
with them. 'Smuggling' implied a quantity - though he didn't yet have the 
details. In a couple of hours he might. What was happening in his life? 
McEwan's and Nabokov's tales seemed suddenly mundane and 
infuriatingly flat compared to this so-called reality. 

He wondered again about Kathryn. To be honest, his thoughts were 


more likely to be with her than some fiasco in the Balkans. Anne 
Haddaway would take command, he was sure. But Kathryn, Kathryn, what 
are you doing? 


Kathryn stared into the mirror. Not much to see in all that light. They 
were still there, though only when she looked into the glass. Mirrors were 
weird. They had that silver stuff on the back - was it mercury? - making all 
the difference. Completely and faithfully rendered an image of yourself. 
How many arists had used a mirror to paint self-portraits? It was a 
favourite genre. Others wouldn't be able to see the light in her mirror, she 
could bet. Even someone who, in theory, believed her. It was her own, part 
of her. Not even Mr C, poor old chap, who sounded so bemused, then 
guarded, on the phone. Why should he? It would be her secret alone. Her 
work would be to reflect it, absorb it until she was no longer conscious of 
being at all separated. They would speak through her - he would speak 
through her. Let him flow through. 

And then they'll see, all those that didn't believe me then. The high and so- 
called mighty will fall and the lowly will climb the heights of themselves in their 
spirit and look out over the plain of righteousness. It would seem that brother will 
always fight brother until the democratic principle will be revealed. And it will be 
revealed - to those who desire. Glorious Art and the companion Literature will, 
hand in hand, ascend and then be enthroned within the Human Imagination. Only 
then, only then. Again, in the New Age, will healing and spiritual organisation be 
entirely at the disposal of the cosmic individual. And then profound change will 
occur. Wars will cease when this is pronounced. But now the secret way is 
preseved only for the very few - those that are from me. Men and women united 
in the asexual bond that adheres to, that glories in Art! Democratic workers and 
artisans of the true extension of reality! 

But tomorrow, my William will be finished in a whirlwind. He's the 
man. And he will hang in the exhibition and I'll stand back and be proud. 
She looked with the glow of achievement at the mass of drawings covering 
her bedroom floor. Nearly 200 swift sketches completed in the last two or 
three days; all different, all undeniably of him. Like self-portraits, all: that 
same intimate quality, the same intimate implosion of knowledge. He 
knows about this - he has arrived. 


All across Foster's Green parents and children sat watching the nine 
o'clock news on BBC1. Cups of tea and coffee and six packs of lager 
forgotten, eight-thirty kiddie bedtimes ignored. They'd heard the rumours, 
some had caught the radio driving home, had switched on the tea-time 
news in astonishment, but had to watch again for new developments. 

Not only in Foster's Green. All over the 'Home Counties’, viewers 
plugged in their curiosities. No more coincidences: this was now an 
infamous school - hitting the national headlines twice in a week. 
Unprecedented. Falling rolls would plague the school now for years. And 


so several teachers would lose their jobs. Owing to the formulaic nature of 
education funding, the school would receive less money for staff wages, 
resources, equipment, books and would be locked into a spiral of negative 
feedback. In the future, teachers would literally lose their minds with 
stress, not being able to cope with increasing class sizes, a higher 
percentage of lower-ability and low-behaviour students, the lack of any 
enthusiasm for learning. It would descend from a highly-esteemed 
institution in leafy suburbia, down the gradual slippery slope to an 
‘inadequate’ branded failing school. 

And all because one student lost his mental battle against self- 
annihilation and one other student packed a block of block in his rucksack. 

Sandra Stevens looked at the semi-swimming wall of Dennis 
Brading's office. She was practically hallucinating. Her mind was being 
tortured by its own self-doubt, its own inability to stem the overwhelming 
tide of criticism and innuendo that was threatening to engulf the school. 
Have one of your pupils shot to death on the premises and a nation 
mourns. Put that same kid in a doctor's surgery and swallow some pills 
and the nation guffaws in ill-disguised scorn. Her one comfort, small as it 
was, lay in the fact that ultimately it was not her responsibility. Dennis 
would carry the can and why shouldn't he? How could he be so simple- 
minded to have missed the obvious? The man, though compassionate, was 
a walking disaster area, and as for that idiot Derek Hubble - 'Mossman' 
some of the more cruel pupils called him - she wouldn't trust him with any 
children, if she had her way. Always shouting and carrying on and useless 
at actually teaching, waffling on with absurd nonsense to anybody who had 
five minutes to listen. 

She didn't have the heart to switch on the TV when she eventually 
got home. What sort of fame was this, when ten million people, snuffling 
over their takeaway pizzas and their lager, had a good laugh and a joke at 
one's embarrassment? At last she could crumple on the sofa. At last she 
could have a jolly good cry. Crying not for Tim Dunkley, not for Dennis and 
Derek, not for the pupils languishing in a Bulgarian prison-house, but 
exclusively for herself. For the end of her ambition, the end of her dream. 
All those things she had sacrificed to get where she was: marriage, her 
grown up children turning away from her in revulsion at her absences, an 
ex-husband who had become a serial adulterer, the endless hours of 
painstaking effort put into blazing her way up the ladder of status and 
esteem. All lost now through the actions of incompetents. For her, enough 
to cry. Who can judge past their own prejudices? 


",. .So I'm afraid that's the news. We thought it best to tell you the 
details as we heard them. If you wish to watch the evening news for 
further information, we have the key to the site office, for just this evening. 
Don't get any ideas about watching other programmes, because we 


promised the instructors we would vacate their premises at nine-thirty 
sharp." 

To a general groan of "Oh, Miss!" the students started talking at high 
speed to each other about this fantastic piece of news. What a laugh! Old 
Pitt and Mossman up shit creek in Bulgaria and old Blackleg causing havoc 
no doubt. They all knew it was he who had shovelled the shit. What a cool 
laugh! He must have had loads of stuff on him to get wacked into jail. 
Daisy'n'Fern, the little ladies, would be going through gnarly hell in that 
stinky old prison, they were such snobs about cleanliness. And swotty 
Satchel, without a hundred Science textbooks to swot over, he'd be lost for 
anything to do. That Pitt, he was such a twat, and as for Mossman, the 
horizontal beard would be drooping tonight. Christ, they can't miss this on 
the Tube. Someone had a quick phone call home to make sure the blank 
vid was firmly popped into the machine to record this little lot. 

There was absolutely no sympathy for any of the school party. Pam 
Westbrook was gobsmacked, as they say. She had expected to counsel 
some of the 'pupils', but they seemed to think it was highly enjoyable and 
weren't at all bothered other than to race over to the office and hustle for 
the best seats in front of the tiny TV. Charles Townsend huffed and puffed, 
though wasn't overly concerned. What could they do about it anyway? 

Clements contained a wry smile to himself. Did neither of these 
cardboard cut-outs remember what it was to be 16 years old? Of course it 
was a matter solely for gossip. They were famous, if only vicariously. The 
glamour of notoriety is only apparent for a little while. Warhol's 15 minutes 
of fame. We're drawn as if a moth to a flame, especially when it's semi- 
personal. Clements though, could afford to be cynical: it wasn't his 
responsibility and it was sheer relief after all his own recent trauma. 

He bumped into Popkid and Matt outside the office. They were as 
transfixed as any of the others about the possible outcome. 

“What do you think's gonna happen, Sir?" asked Matt. 

"Well, they are all going to have to become Bulgarians. Mr Brading 
will end up with a job teaching Maths to a bottom set who can't 
understand what he's saying. . ." 

"So what's new, Sir?" they giggled. 

".. .and Mr Hubble will climb his way up the system, having learned 
Bulgarian before he went on the trip and become Minister of Sewage 
Disposal within two years. He'll marry into the wealthy meritocracy and 
live happily ever after surrounded by little Hubbles." 

"Sound. What about our mates? Blackleg, f'rinstance." 

"Thrown into their equivalent of the Tower and sent to scrub floors in 
the Transylvanian Embassy after he emerges from jail." 

"Daisy'n'Fern'll get married to two shot-putters." 

"Dodgy!" 

"Let's hope though, seriously, that they all get thrown out of the 


country pronto. Who knows what might happen?" 

"Yeah. Can't wait to see the look on Mrs Stevens's face. Hope she 
gets the sack" said Matt, nastily. 

“Matthew! That's our revered sub-leader you're being gnarly about" 
said Popkid. "Have a little respect for your elders. He gets carried away, 
Sir. Hyperactivity. Too much chocolate at breaktime." 

"Well, I'm afraid I'm just as curious as the rest of you, despite my 
high moral principles." 

"Yeah we know, Sir. Human nature." 

"Unfortunately." 

"No visit to the pub tonight then, Sir?" Clements could swear he saw 
a glint of recognition in Matt's eyes. 

"Don't think so. This is more entertaining" replied Clements, uneasily. 

"Well, Matt. Time for us to put on our skates and skate off inside this 
TV room." 

"Yeah. See you at nine on the dot, Mr C." 


"Are you allright, babe?" 

"Never felt better. The light shining through. Lots of drawing, 
painting pouring out of the system. I'll be finished the big portrait 
hopefully tomorrow." 

"Well, I'll try not to be too embarrassing." 

"No problem. I'll be in the other room anyway. I'll need all day. Proper 
girly swot." 

"Yeah. Did you see the news?" 

"No. Not going to watch the news any more. The real news is in the 
human imagination, not on the bloody Tube." 

"Right. Well the school's heavily featured. Y'know, about the 
Bulgarian business." 

"Oh really?" There was brief silence. Kathryn's mind swimming with 
light-filled images of the possible, Rob's with embarrassment. 

"Actually, I was wondering if we might meet, you know, perhaps at 
the pub?" 

"No, not tonight old beanbag. Tonight's just me and the drawings, 
sorting and sorting." 

“You're not, well, poorly are you Kate?" 

"Poorly? Keep telling you, never felt better. Never felt more myself. 
Truly myself." 

"Right. Just wondering. Well, you going to give me a ring sometime?" 

"Yeah, no probs. See you." He heard her muttering as he put the 
phone down, as if she were talking to someone else, not wanting to be 
overheard by anyone. Rob reflected fora moment. Her voice sounded 
well, different. Not that he'd heard much of it. In their four or five 
meetings she'd been different each time anyway. It had been a traumatic 


and very changeable time for her. Perhaps she was being badly affected by 
this Tim Dunkley case. And now all this stuff about drug smuggling. What 
a story for the gutter press. He half wondered if the news hounds would 
pick up on his 'appearance' tomorrow. They'd missed him on Tuesday. In 
any case he'd get his fee automatically, which was the main thing. How he 
needed that little Kathryn though. She was going to be a very important 
person in his life, of that he was sure. 


She dialled the number as soon as she put the phone down from Rob. 

"Hello. Is John Clements there please?" 

"Yeah, I'll get him. Who is it?" 

"Kathryn Jones." 

"Oh right, hello old fart. It's me, the famous Popkid, only you can't 
call me that anymore. How you doing?" He suddenly trembled as he held 
the phone. 

"Allright. Painting in the light. Painting angels and William Blake. 
Getting ready to join in with them." 

"Join in with them. What d'you mean?" 

"Oh, it's a long story. Mr C will fill you in, I'm sure." 

"Listen. I heard about your little experience. Is this the Kate Jones I 
know and revile? What you up to?" 

"I don't mind if you know. It's the most amazing thing that's ever 
happened to me." 

"Yeah, but listen. The men in the white coats will take you away if you 
start blabbing about angels and bloody Bill Blake." 

"William, it's William." 

“Whatever his bleedin' name is." 

"Anyway, is Mr C there? What's all that noise in the background?" 

"The nine o'clock news, basically. Aren't you watching it?" 

"No. What's the point? What relevance does it have?" 

"Allright, if you say so." His arm was still trembling from the effort to 
be normal. "Anyway I'll hand you over to Sir. Watch yourself, Art Girl." 

"Yeah Popkid, Popkid." 

"Mr C!! For you." There was a delay while he waded through the 
throng, who rather disappointed, were heading for the door after the five 
minutes of fame allotted to the school by the BBC News Unit crew. 
Nothing very juicy. Some well weird photos of Pitt'n'Moss in younger flare- 
trousered days. Other than that, just the basic story, with a twitchy Miss 
Stevens at another press conference. 

"Hello Kathryn. How are you?" 

"Absolutely tremendous. This can't be beaten." She went on to 
describe her cosmic day. 

"Who have you told?" asked the practical Clements. 

"No-one. It's OK, it's carried within me. It's enough. Maybe when 


they're all shell-shocked at my first few paintings, they'll ask questions." 

"Your first few? You've produced lots of paintings already." He 
somehow knew what was coming. 

"No, this is different. This is me, the complete me. That other Kathryn 
is no more. Allgone Kate. Welcome the new Kathryn. Totally different. 
Angels with integration, no holds barred. It's him that's guiding anyway." 

"Him? You mean Blake?" 

"Well, he's in there somewhere. Because of him the whole thing 
happened. Can't deny it." 

"But you've just said it's completely you." 

"Yeah, but he's become the artistic part. It's his choice. I don't have 
one anymore. Freeing." 

"T'll reserve judgement on that one." 

"Don't worry. I'm not bothered whether anyone will believe or not 
now. Doesn't matter. It's inside me and it's going to flow through again, 
when these pictures begin to roll." 

"Right, well good luck and don't flap your mouth too much. Keep me 
informed." 

"Sure thing, captain. Au revoir." 

"Yeah, cheers" said Clements. He put down the phone, dubiously. 
That girl's heading for a crack-up, even he could see that. His was still the 
moral dilemma. Does he tell anyone and if so, whom? The parents would 
probably flake out; nobody at school would understand with the possible 
exception of Mrs Adams. Perhaps he should phone her tomorrow. Two 
more full days here and then they return. Was he responsible? He had 
introduced Blake to her as it were, but then thousands of English teachers 
up and down the country were introducing him to their students. For 
Chrissake, he was on the National Curriculum English ‘heritage type' 
reading list! Hardly a controversial choice. Though reading Blake certainly 
could do strange things to people. For a fictional example he didn't have 
further to think than that weirdo in Thomas Harris's 'Red Dragon' who got 
a tad obsessed, ate the eponymous painting - literally - and ended up a 
sort of forerunner to Hannibal Lecter in nastiness. Oh well, au revoir 
Kathryn see you again, not adieu farewell. As he put down the phone in the 
now empty TV room, he thought of Monique. The ideal time to ring, before 
he started obsessing about it and make himself even more nervous than he 
already felt in that split-second of decision. 


"Allo. Who is this?" 

"Monique?" 

"Yes, it is me." 

"Oh hello. It's John, John Clements. From Cornwall" he added, 
somewhat needlessly. 

"Oh John! It is you. How are you?" 


"Well I'm fine, I guess. You said in your letter to phone. So I am." 

"Yes. Did you receive my second letter?" 

"No. When did you send it?" 

"Oh. Ah yesterday. You will receive it tomorrow I think. I read your 
letter. It was very interesting." 

"Probably highly emotional. It's good to hear your voice. Look, I'm 
not going to be sloppy or sentimental. . ." 

"'Sloppy'? What is this?" 

"Oh. Um, it means emotional in a soft, embarrassing way. Stupidly 
sentimental." 

“You are not the man to make this." 

"Ha, you don't know me. Listen, I have been thinking about you. I'd 
like to ask you out for a date." 

"A date? What, here?" 

"Yes, on Saturday evening. That's when we return. Nothing heavy 
though." 

"OK. What do you want to do?" 

"The movies perhaps? Is there anything good on at the Odeon?" 

"T don't know. Tomorrow, I'll look in the paper." 

"Yes, you choose. I don't mind what I see." 

"OK, my friend. You have a date." 

"What's it like at the school?" 

"It is depressing. A lot of people are sad. And now today's news. I 
hope they are all OK." 

"The kids here think it's very funny. I suppose I do too. I'm sure they'll 
be OK. Probably just get thrown out of the country." 

"T hope you are right." 

"Also, I'm worried about Kathryn. She phoned. She's. . ." 

"She was very strange here today. Talking to herself a lot, as if it was 
someone else she was telling." Clements told her about the phone calls and 
the 'visions'. 

"Monique, could you keep an eye on her for the next couple of days? I 
didn't want to ring her parents. They would freak out in a big way. You're 
the person I can trust and she can too, I'm sure." 

"This is not a problem, my friend. I will have the talk with her, to let 
her know I understand. This is very strange though. It is like madness, 
when voices speak to you?" 

"She must be very upset after Tim's suicide" said Clements. "I hope 
so in a way, because if it isn't that, it's more serious. The problem is, she 
thinks it's OK. Well, maybe it is. Nobody believed Blake had real visions 
until years later. Perhaps she's the new Blake, and we'd better listen to 
her." 

"Perhaps you are right, I don't know. How is the surfing?" 

"The surfing is OK, though I'm still a beginner! At least the kids have 


a good laugh when they see me trying." 

"I wish I was there to laugh with you, as well." 

"Do you really?" 

"The fact is, my friend, that I have missed you also. I admit this." 

"Really?" 

"Yes, I thought I wouldn't. It is so strange. We don't know each other 
so very much." 

"Still not a coup de foudre?" 

"Please do not joke about such matters", though she had to smile. 
"Apart from the bad news, you are having a good time?" 

"Well." Clements suddenly imagined the bird-watchers. "It's been a 
weird week. Some day I'll tell you about it. By the way, I can be a very 
stupid person. Did I tell you about that?" 

"No, but I'm sure you are not more stupid than the other people." 

"Um." 

“You have too much modesty. But this is OK. Many men are not 
modest." 

"Well look, I'd better go. I'm using the office phone. I won't send you 
a postcard because I'll be back before it arrives." 

"Oh no, please send some. It doesn't matter. I love getting the letters 
and postcards. I will save it." 

"OK, whatever you say. And choose a good film. Nothing sloppy!" 

"OK." 

"I wont say <je t'aime>. 

"I won't say 'I love you" 

"It's a deal." 

"Yes, a deal my John." the phone clicked. She glanced up at the clock: 
9.35. She would remember this time perhaps. Why was it now when she 
heard his voice, she trembled a little? She could not recall this, even with 
Henri. His body made her tremble, and his man's odour, but not the voice. 
The voice was very important. It was a part of the person, an intimate part. 
She liked this John. She did not love him, yet, but did she want to throw 
away the possibility? Many things would happen with him, she was sure. 
What did the future hold? She would have to be patient. And so would he. 


Popkid headed back to the caravan with Matt. They were disgusted. 

"It's supposed to be a cool laugh, right man? But somehow it isn't, 
you know what I mean?" 

"Yes Matthew, I do. It's like someone's teasing you, then. . ." 

"Doesn't deliver." 

"Yeah, frustrating. Christ, I'm tired though. Another early night for 
the Kid that doesn't Pop." 

"You could be right. And I don't fancy the 'Lambskin', do you? With 
that dodgy barman." 


"Yeah. It's funny though. I don't miss the old booze." 

"Nah, it's cool. It's a rest from that narcotic, man." 

"You know something, Matt? Big changes in my life." 

"Oh yeah, what?" 

"Vegetarianism, bigtime. A lot less lager, and I'm fed up with using 
the word 'man' every other sentence." 

"Hoity toity. Gonna be the squeaky-clean Popkid then? What a girly 
swot." 

"You're just envious, mate." 

"Me, envious of bein' a veggie? Give me a break, man. You'll be tellin' 
me soon you're givin' up the Surf." 

"Horror of horrors. Nah, I'll still be taking the drop, no probs. I've got 
one grey area though. Dunno whether to give the Weed the chop." 

"Bulgarian prison serious mode? Very likely that's gonna happen 
here, man. Very likely." 

"To be honest, I don't get a thrill so much. When I think about it, what 
do I really get out of it? I dunno, I watch someone like Pete Sharpe, he's 
totally. . .into it. He lives and breathes it." 

"And eats it." 

"Yeah, literally! I mean, I'm not being Mr Moral Man or anythin', it's 
just. . .oh, I dunno." 

"Identity crisis. It must mean you're startin' to grow up haha. What's 
it like in the world of Adulthood, oh middle-aged one?" He looked at Popkid 
with mock admiration. 

"Fuck off, Matt." He couldn't help laughing at Matt's impression of a 
gawky ten-year-old admiring him though. "Well, here's to shuteye anyway." 
They opened the door to their caravan. Sitting around in various postures 
of opiation were Pete, Malc and Stuart, well blocked off. 

"Jesus, this is all we need" said Popkid. 

"Yeah, yummy." 

"I didn't mean literally, you oaf." 

"Oh you were being ironical or is it metaphorical, oh English 
Literature One." 

"Why am I gettin' the urge to nail your head to the floor?" 

"Cause that's the kinda guy you really are?" ventured Matt. 

"Nah. It's 'cause you're a wanky little sod." 

"Cheers for those few kind words." 

"No probs." Now he had to tell Pete to sling his hook. 

"Man, it's so uncool" murmured the slumberous Pete. "We're just 
tryin' to share the good feelin' here. Vibin' me out." 

"Yeah well, there you go" said Popkid, not being able to express his 
feelings satisfactorily. Ten minutes later, the caravan was tidied up. The 
three airheads had loped off to Pete's caravan and Popkid knew that he 
had lost the favour of the Leader of the Pack. Tough. He could learn to live 


without it. Jesus, this week was turning out majorly well weird. Then, as he 
watched Matt slope after the others, he reflected what a potentially lonely 
existence it could be when you changed your habits or stuck to your real 
feelings about something big. Patience could well be a virtue for a while. 


Clements lay in his sleeping bag looking at the ceiling. Somewhere 
out there Angie was howling at the moon, in all probability. He felt the 
pull. For two and ninepence he'd dash out there and run around sniffing 
the air for her scent. At he might even get rabid fantasised sex as a result, 
well maybe. What was he doing here then? Sticking to his principles for 
once. Turning his back on the obvious and unsubtle, for a change. 
Exercising patience in this mad world of desire. 


32: Wednesday night 


This was what she'd been waiting for. The night time when she could 
just be with them and nobody else would interfere. They had come back in 
a big way, shining through and leaving a lot of traces of themselves right 
here behind the shield of her skin. She felt enraptured - there was no 
other word to describe it. Sleep was a thing of the past: she would do 
without for a while. She couldn't believe how many hours she had been 
unconscious, how many years she had been without this feeling. Was it just 
this morning they arrived, in full light? Would it be like this every night? 
She stared out the same window they had appeared. This was where they 
felt most at home, she could sense it. Fuck it, she could see it. And they 


had brought his precious skill with them. It was now hers to guard, to 
nurture, to reveal to the world. But only those who really would 
understand. He had made that mistake the other time, the Old Age. 

The moon was fairly full tonight, although not at its zenith. It was 
hanging in the branches of that yew tree at the bottom of the garden. All of 
a sudden she began to feel stifled, restless. Her legs were twitching 
involuntarily, ready to travel - anywhere. She decided to go for a walk. She 
knew it was late. She looked at the clock: 1.30. Just the time for a stroll. 
Better not wake up the wrinklies though. They were frosty enough earlier, 
when she refused to eat dinner with them. They were obviously trying 
their puny hardest to be polite 'cause of what happened with Tim. Well Tim 
my man, how are you? No sign of you yet. How long did it take to become 
part of that one sound? A year, a second, an endless age beyond time? Who 
cares - it's happening anyway. 

She retrieved a jumper and skipped down the stairs. Walking with 
William in the moonlight. Would they come along too? Some of the faces 
were starting to become quite distinct. Would they form real faces she 
might identify? She wasn't worried. If they wanted to reveal themselves 
that was OK. 

Lightly she lifted the latch on the back door. The parents wouldn't 
know it was unlocked until she returned. Just a stroll to work off the 
adrenalin rush. It had heightened she knew, when she had abandoned the 
sketching at last about an hour ago. She could walk it off. 

She strolled quickly down the back lane of the village, and out of 
Foster's Jump entirely. She wasn't sure where she was headed - it didn't 
matter. She would go wherever they led, except she sensed they wanted to 
follow. They would not lead. She turned round and asked them, but all they 
did was swirl around and seem uncertain. They began slowly to fill the sky. 
Everything took on a certain sheen. Lighter than the sky in daylight, yet 
she could see it was night time. She began to tremble. But it was still very 
hot, like it might thunder - the air was electric . It quivered along with her, 
trembling in unison. It was special tonight. She felt exhilarated, though 
increasingly fearful. The sky was filling up still. They all seemed to be 
there, the important ones. Why were they all following her? She would 
gladly be led; easier that way. 

Then she knew where she was heading: the old windmill at the edge 
of the village. She had walked here with her mother when she was little. 
Her Mum had explained how the windmill hadn't been used for 40 or 50 
years, since even before she was a girl. It was dark, silhouetted against the 
bright and moonlit sky. If she stood right in front, the moon would be 
between two of the sails. An artificial yew tree. 

She approached the site. A slight breeze moaning through the bushes 
and shrubs surrounding the old mill cottage. Did anyone live there? No 
lights were on. Certainly they were sleeping, she didn't care. She was glad. 


Where was William? He had got lost along the way - never mind, he'll find 
his way back. The lights were gathering in the sky above the sails. More 
and more now overfilling the sky's horizon. Brighter than the sun, but still 
only the moon shone its light. She felt more and more edgy, uncomfortable, 
as if the scene was not hers, was someone else's vision. They swirled and 
chimed. The one note was at its loudest so far. It piped through her brain, 
bending thoughts and sending them scurrying with its power. She held her 
hand to her ears to lower the pressure. If only she could get them to show 
their power, just for a while. What a miracle that would be. She stared at 
the mysterious sails. There were four, they moved slightly to and fro in the 
breeze. There was a wheezing of their sound, like an old man turning in his 
sleep. Like the ghost of her grandfather returning to tell her it's OK out 
here. The sails were still again - the old windmill dozed its 200 year sleep. 
The faces began to grow orderly in the sky. They regarded her in their 
swelling ranks. As she acknowledged each one, another appeared behind 
them. They conferred, whispering: they susurrated within the one note. 
Something she could not catch. 

They swirled and swarmed. They wanted to be angry. The connection 
loosened now, the shield began to unhinge from her tender skin. It floated 
free outside her. It wasn't her any more. Where was William? His absence 
gnawed at her sense of well-being. She suddenly felt small, unprotected, 
naked against the sky; very chilly in the night air. They forced her to look 
up. Only she could choose another one. They became irrestible, they were 
compelling in sound. They had to be obeyed, listened to. But what did they 
want her to do? 

She looked guardedly around. The wind was picking up. It moaned 
through the stubbly grass. It swayed from one clump to another. It 
persuaded the angels to make way for it, amongst the crowded ranks of 
everywhere. They now filled the banks around the mill. They hovered, 
glowering, waiting for her reply. But she didn't know what to say. What did 
they want of her? Her voice was stuck. The throat was stuck; there was 
something in there like a pin or needle. It was sharp but didn't cut her. The 
one note was louder. She held both sides of her head. The one thing that 
could stop it was the possible movement of the sails. But they hadn't 
moved, they couldn't move. She had to make them move and everything 
would be allright. A little ripple of laughter came through the one note, 
sideways. It chorused just faintly as the sound went back to the one. There 
were strands, layers within it. She listened still more carefully. She could 
just make out cries of children, coughing, the sound of paper crackling in 
fire, of knives drawn scraped along metal, the screams of childbirth, the 
death rattles of old women breathing their last, the moans of lovers in 
their sex-throes, the cries of children again above all. They were asking 
her, asking for the answer, but she didn't have the answer. She was 
beginning to feel panic bubbling, then slightly expanding, rising up like a 


slow tide. Where was William? He had gone, deserted her just when she 
needed the help. 

She thought she saw one on the ground beside her. It caught her eye. 
The other side. It sat with a malevolent grin. The other side - not the 
angels. Not the angels. She looked up at the sails. They inched round - or 
did they? She couldn't tell, the light was so fierce. She put her hand in 
front of her face. There was no stopping the crying. It built into the rest of 
the sounds, the many strands of the one note. More lighted demons sat on 
the grass. They asked her sneeringly for her view. She had to back off. 
None of the sails were moving. It wasn't right that she should stay here, it 
was a dangerous place. She started to feel uncontrollable trembling, up 
from the feet. Her legs were twitching badly now, she had to get away. 

She began to walk but they followed her, followed her grandly. She 
would have to run, but where? They were waiting for her back at the house 
too. She wouldn't be able to reach there and her parents would never hear. 
She started running. The sound of them swooshing past her, to stop her. 
Where was William? He had gone, been swallowed up, his spirit swamped; 
all questions, but no answers. The powers were following her, asking the 
question, threatening. 

She saw a phone box. They were closing in. They wanted to absorb 
her mind. They could do it. 

She opened the door of the phone box. Time closed down. Slowly and 
slowly it closed right down. She could just about open the door before it 
closed down completely. 

She was inside the phone box. Time had stopped, trapped in amber. 
Angels still swirled slowly outside. They wanted to take her, to take her 
spirit. Take it to heaven with them. They had chosen her. They had shared 
their secret, now she should join them. The phone was swelling and 
contracting, pulsing. Her hand reached for the phone. She picked it up. It 
spoke to her. 


In his sleeping bag he slept on. Outside the caravan, the air 
condensed slightly more. Humidity went up a fraction more. There was a 
crackling current: prelude to a thunderstorm perhaps. A few clumps of 
harsh grass stirred in the sand. A phone rang, its sound buried in the four 
walls of the office. His body moved slightly. A dream changed direction. He 
was travelling down a country lane, walking - no direction. An airfield on 
his right; fields, a few sheep on his left. It was night and a bright nearly- 
full moon. An owl called to its mate. He shuddered. The lane became 
narrow, like a funnel. All his future life was ahead at the end of the lane. A 
wire stretched across the lane: he neatly stepped over it. Everything in his 
body froze. He couldn't move a step. 

He stayed like that for a long time. He heard the whistling of 
workmen behind him, their familiar jokes and laughter as if it were 


daytime. He couldn't turn around: frozen to the roots he was trapped in his 
own body. For hours they worked heartily, had tea breaks, broke open their 
lunches, went home. Silence once more. He was left there. They must have 
seen him. But he was invisible until born in the present time. 

He slept on. The phone stopped ringing, unheard. The night resumed 
its other sounds. 


The formica table shook slightly as the phone rang. It juddered 
slightly, plastic upon tougher plastic. Rob stirred. Must get a phone 
extension up here. He turned back to sleep. Bloody hoaxers. This time of 
night. The ringing continued. He got up reluctantly, pulled on the old 
dressing gown, stumbled on. 

He got to the top of the stairs. The ringing stopped. 


Darlene's mother picked up the phone. There was somebody 
screaming. She leapt back, dropping the receiver on the floor. It rolled 
around on the carpet, making shrill shrieking sounds, distorted far away. 
She picked it up, tried to say hello, the screaming subsided a little. 
Somebody was crying in uncontrolled sobs. She put the phone back down 
quickly. She would tell her husband tomorrow over breakfast. Should she 
report it to the police? Probably just someone having a prank. At this time 
of night? It was a crime, really. She trudged back to bed. It sounded 
realistic. Supposing some woman was being raped? God, what's the world 
coming to? She'd had weird phone calls before: she had discovered their 
own phone number was similar to the Samaritans. People didn't care: they 
just kept talking anyway, even when you told them. Some people. 


The phone was still talking. 

never go home. .have a light. .lead us up the garden path. .the deranged go home last. .give us a 
tickle pudgy face. .we had enough of you fuckin hippies last time. .plenty nights a do-do. . a bananas edge on 
me. .a trip in nine saves time cockermouth. .bill blake fries tonight. .we had enough of you friggin skinheads 
dossin around. .a trip to skip saves mine. .an apple a day forges bank notes away. .had an orange rhyme 
lately . .fish n chips for breakfast yummy. . .little mad hatter in the jungle. .we had a gorgeous party didnt we . 
Just party animals. .hellzapoppin we aint stoppin. . .go for the honey crutch sugar pie. .as long as you stay 
the night we can squidge through. .pressing in on all sides doberman. .we had the tango in buenos 
aires. . .felipe dwayne and normal time. .absolute zero in its delirium babe. .except bill hes late. .wheres 
bill. .we had a funky trip thanks a bunch. .absolutely knackered thanks you fuck. .only the lonely have a lonely 
roy hunter. . .cheers mines a little squeaky girl in pink tutu. .the sticky cream vanished. .no bumchops we 
havent. .but everywhere we go its passion wagons united. .dont know what youre talkin about but its 
creamy. .have to go now time to come. .wizard wheeze up the jungle bunny. .bill wheres that fuckin 
bill. . .bill. .only wanted an ecstasy eggshell. .one two three oleery. .we had a marvellous party you 
fuckwit. .adonis upended. .sticky knob butter from clowns. .darling your perfume is stifling us. .lean over here 
little cock robin. .wonderful time must dash. .no no we insist you cunt..listen in no one to turn to. .listen listen 
wolfs clothing on a sheep stick. .food for the offal monet. .clammy hand stretch out goo goo. .zero absolutely 
fuckin zero. .this is whats it like at the end of time dinbo. .no one answers and you feel like screamin. .coulda 
talked all night. . .and we will all night every night. .for eternity and no one will ever hear you haha. .doors 
closed now. . .forever forever. .its a short time in shorts. .but a long time jog along..wheres bill. .bill 
blake. .come back and we'll fuck you in a horsehole. .yeah open season bill blake. .sewn up in soho. .well fit 
you nicely. .just the ticket what weve been waiting for. . .patience fuck you. .undeniable. . .seems like a nice 
girl you yummy chickchick. .lickety split. .no-nonsense dive-in with shaft in reverse. .we fit him allright. . .no 
prob or worry. .its a setup from the net up. .woah youll pick me up. .why dont you answer cat got your 
tongue..welcome venetia your carriage awaits. .nice tangent of bones collectin. .its the killin fields and youre 


on the menu. .heatin up nicely ravin on. .wait for the call. .youve got one lickety-split second. .you thought it 
was angels. .well tell you straight starlight cunt. .you was duped. .no such thing. .no bogeys gonna wrap this 
one..little dopi man has cantered to the centre. .he knows all the old men songs. .hell fit you little cock 
robin..kathy kathy little cunt theyre callin you. .better get your skates on oh but you cant move. .theyll fit you 
nice n tight. .they dont mind just have the gumption sump to say yeah buddy. .youre not openin your mouth 
wide enough for the spray headin your way. .smile for the heavenly camera fuckhead. .dont despise. .youre 
comin to this. .one day. .well wait patiently yeah yeah. .fifty years to you is a moment to us. .your old bod 
lurches on..nothin we can say. .we had a party and you refused to come. .to come you refused to come. .we 
could get angry. .but youre one of us. .now. .our wife now. .the black angel finger seeps in the door. .you left it 
ajar silly cuntface. .we had your number. .yes ho no amount of money monet. .isnt it hot in here 

darlin. .wheres Bill. .kill that fuckin bastard. .forgot we did kill him haha. .what a mess. .never no more in the 
ethers old bill. .what a shame little dumbfuck. .he had it comin. .he sure did. .cant say we didnt warn him. .he 
was a cowardy little cunt when it came to struttin his stuff. .never was poet. .mighty puny. .kathy we got a 
light for you. .right up your alley..oh yes. .soon as you see some sense in here. .pick it up buttercup. .go on 
pick us up. . 


Her hand slid over the surface. The phone sweated. The sweat cried 
out in its loneliness. Her hand slid over the surface of the receiver. It 
groaned and wheedled its everyday song. She was still breathing; sobbing, 
gulping the breaths. The talking went on, incessant. It found the negative 
core and sunk deep, deeply like a serpent's strike, the writing snakepit of 
dumb eternity. Again she tried. This time punch the buttons, before it's too 
late. 

Nine. . .nine. . nine. No parents, no cares, just the dead end line. 

"Hello. Which service please?. . .Is anybody there, which service 
please?" Still the sobbing, she couldn't stretch to speak. They'd sewn her 


up. Nothing could squeak through. Wild canned American sitcom laughter. 

wed sewn her up. .fuckin good job. .bright little cunt. .little too big for her fuckin pixie arty 
boots. .now youre in trouble. .have a go. .go on hah not very good. . .not very sporting. .umm 
yummy next time. .takeover time. .you ready for this. .well never mind. .swallowed whole by the 
motherfuckers in black light. . 


"Hello, is there anybody there? Can you speak up please." 

"Foster's Jump. Phone box. Black angels." It slipped. Slipped to the 
floor. Shiny black plastic shattered. Little electronic chips floating into 
noisy silence, into the buzzing of a wrecked message. Little angel finger 
seeping more in the doorway. Its slime trailing across the concrete floor of 
the phone box. The terror of last snakepit moments seen all too lucidly. 
The breath stopping, seizing nothingness. Heart has had enough, a violent 
enough. Fear has turned the heart slug whitey fat. Lard gathers around 
the tubes, its opaque white oily slippage not catching on the muscle 
clamping down for ever. The little squeak of pressure, the door gradually 
opening. White air seeping, seeping stretching black, black gradually 
forever. 


33: Thursday afternoon 


Clements sat staring out of the window. Nothing was going to 
prepare him for this. Nothing he could say or do would be in the least bit 
useful. He'd faced weird situations before when he was supposed to play 
the lead, be inspiring; somebody would be listening, for advice, having 
respect for his opinion. But never before had he felt such a bit player, so 
incapable of wisdom, so depressed at the prospect. 

The countryside flashed by. Cows in a field, cropping in an endless 
futile feeding. Little industrial estates, workers walking from place to 
place; one he saw with a clipboard, striding purposefully it seemed. The 
backs of terraced houses; gardens with damaged brick walls, the washing 
lines, tin sheds, the detritus of hobbies lying in greenhouses. Kids playing 
on their bikes, footballs kicked. The tortured brown earth of parks and 
gardens thirsting for a drop of water. Inside the train it was even hotter 
than out there, he reckoned. Having all the windows open didn't seem to 
effect the temperature in the least. Stifling smells of old coffee, buns and 
curling sandwiches, armpits - that stale, rinsy, metallic smell in train 
Carriages rising off the seats like an old morning in sleeping bags after a 
night's sweaty dreams and nightmares in a cramped space. 

Two other people in the carriage, of course not speaking: this is an 
English train. Old lady with her knitting. A City type rustling a Daily 
Telegraph. He couldn't be bothered even to people watch. 

He thought back to the phone call this morning. Sandra Stevens, he 
even began to feel sorry for the old thruster, something no-one could have 
accused him of previously. These people were paid well for taking on the 
responsibilities, and they didn't have to apply for these types of 
management jobs, but she had been having a hard time in the last few 
days. It was all meant to be Tim Dunkley trauma of course. She had 
interviewed Kathryn last Sunday and had noticed how wound up the 
student was. But this? He couldn't believe it. What had made him even 
more depressed was the attitude Atlas and Pam had taken when he 
suggested he should return two days early to Foster's Green. As though he 
was abdicating his Cornwall duties. It wasn't as if Pam couldn't drive the 
second minibus - she'd passed her Council test for the thing. It was just 
that they wouldn't be able to sit and mentally hold hands while motoring 
along: Pam wouldn't be the Atlas appendage for the journey. Tough shit. 
Some things took priority. 

He smiled wanly up at Popkid as he re-entered the carriage with the 
coffees. 

"Good man. You were gone a long time." 

"Yeah, I found myself staring out the window a lot as I was walking 
along to the buffet. Stupid isn't it? What good's that going to do?" 


"I don't know. Perhaps your body feels like taking over your mind for 
a while. Zombiefying." But he knew it wasn't a satisfactory answer. 

"It's like, I don't even know what I'm doing here." 

"Solidarity of the caring class. You spoke up when I was getting the 
cold shoulder from Atlas." 

"Atlas? Is that what you call him? That's cool." 

"It's what most of the staff call him." 

"I didn't realise you had nicknames." 

"It's a human condition. And teachers are human. Well, most of 
them." 

"Yeah. Most of them" echoed Popkid aimlessly. There was a silence. 
"So what d'you think we should do?" Clements looked up. Popkid's eyes 
were filling with tears. He was pulling his arm across his face. "Sorry." 

"It's OK. Have a blub. These good people won't mind." The old lady 
smiled at them, shyly. What had she seen in her life to prepare her for 
what was happening to her? Old age, dependence on other people, 
mechanical aids, life in a nursing home within ten years perhaps? The city 
gent hid behind his newspaper. 

"I'd say it was unfair but I know that's not true. I mean, life is so 
unfair, full stop. I know it's a stupid example, but when I went to see those 
musicians. . ." Clements nodded: the secret mission. ". . .well, it just wasn't 
like what I had imagined. Like, I thought their music was so cool. Nothing 
could touch them. And they're just ordinary - they reminded me of Pete 
Sharpe's brother. Just look as though they're cool, but nothing out of the 
ordinary. Beer-swilling chuckleheads. Maniacs probably." He looked 
bitterly out of the window. Baking sun shimmered and shone on slate 
roofs. 

"Yes, expectation always leads to disappointment. But we never learn, 
because we think we're going to live forever, and we're not. I don't know 
what that means. By the way, I haven't actually said thanks to you for 
backing me up." 

"What, with 'Atlas' and Miss Westbrook?" 

"Yes. I wasn't expecting anyone else to feel so strongly." 

"Well, apart from all that, I was getting fed up with the week anyway. 
Just wanted to get away from the dope smokers." He suddenly realised 
what he had said. "Oh, I mean. . ." 

"It's allright, I knew anyway." 

"You knew?!" 

"Yes, it was a tad obvious. Not even the careful tidying up behind you 
could conceal the awful truth from Inspector Clements." 

"You didn't. . .?" 

"No, I didn't tell the management. What would have been the point? 
More hassle for Mrs Stevens back home? She would have loved that, 
especially in the light of what's alleged to have happened in Bulgaria." 


"Yeah, I s'pose so. Hadn't really thought about it in that way. Well, 
there's no way I'm gonna touch the stuff again." 

"It was only wacky backy wasn't it? No crack or heroin about, I 
presume?" Popkid glanced nervously at the other two people in the 
carriage. They didn't appear to be listening. Not obviously anyway. 

"Nah. I don't know anyone who's into that." 

"Just as well?" 

"Yeah, you said it. I remember this thing I once heard on the Tube. 
They said it's a lie that people go on to take hard drugs after smoking dope 
and stuff, and I'm sure it's true. Why do people say all that stuff?" 

“Because they know it's the fear factor. Make people not even take 
the first step. Though young people especially, will always do what they 
want. It's the age to experiment, in any sphere, if you are ever going to try 
out things. Whatever it is: joining the merchant navy, sending that demo 
off to the record company, getting into all the naughty pleasures." They fell 
into silence again. 

"D'you mind if I listen to my stereo? It's not that I'm being unsociable. 

"It's OK. I'm not feeling very expansive myself." Soon they would be 
reaching the suburbs of the western part of the London conurbation. 
Gradually the open spaces disappeared and the buildings became taller, 
older, more stained with human life. Clements sunk into a reverie of 
questions he should have asked, answers that he knew he should have 
supplied. It was evil, whatever it was that was happening. He had never 
subscribed wholeheartedly to the notion before. Was it the first signs of 
middle-age to feel its effects as a moral possibility? He shuddered 
inwardly. Poor Kathryn. Poor child. 


Sandra Stevens looked at her desk accusingly. When would the 
ironies stop happening? She stared at the postcard that she held in her 
hand. It somehow stared right back with accusation, also. It threatened 
her career, her self-esteem, her shaky peace of mind. 


Sandra 
Once again we have broken down, somewhere in East Germany. I'm 
posting this at a small post-office. I'm not even sure of the name of this 
village. No-one seems to speak or understand English. Garage owner is 
helpful though. Thank God this is the worst problem we'll have. We're 
looking forward to seeing the Black Sea! Hope everything is well at 'home', 
Dennis 


34: Thursday evening 


They stood about nervously in the waiting room. No amount of 
preparation would 
.. .shit. He glanced at his watch again. Was it still the same time? Five to 
six. Five minutes till visiting time for the 'others'. Family were let in any 
time they liked. What a set up. He always felt nervous in hospitals. Ever 
since that time he went to see his Mum for the last time. She looked so 
different: so little and childlike, completely dependent on the hospital 
machines. That woman who had brought him into the world, had nurtured 
him, given him strength when he had so little of his own. An unconscious 
husk of a body bunched up in a crowded ward of other, older women. 

Nobody was saying anything. Popkid looked terrible. Very white, with 
a sort of hangdog demeanour. Clements had paid for a taxi for the lad, to 
go home, get changed and then decide whether he wanted to turn up. 
Popkid had got a lift in as soon as he had bolted down some food. His 
father would pick him up later, at the conclusion of official visiting time. 
But Popkid himself was now wondering why he was here. What good could 
it do? Clements didn't recognise anyone else in the room: they could have 
been visiting any patient on the ward. 

Suddenly he looked up and saw the chap walking through the door 
that he had seen in the pub last week with Kathryn. Bob, was that his 
name? He couldn't remember for sure. He caught his eye. 

"Hello, you must be Kathryn's teacher." 

"Yes, her English teacher." What else could he say? 

"Aren't you supposed to be in Devon or something?" 

"Cornwall actually. Chris and I came back early. We were very 
worried obviously." 

"Right." They shifted uneasily about on their feet. 

"T hate waiting rooms, don't you?" said Clements, for something to 
say. 

"Well dodgy" added Popkid, but unenthusiastically. 

"Is there any news of her condition? I phoned up earlier." Clements 


was wondering how he found out, though didn't like to ask. 

"No, I haven't been here long myself." 

"Um. I hope you don't mind me asking." Rob moved closer to 
Clements. "But do you know what happened? All I could get from the 
hospital people was that she'd had some sort of seizure and was rushed 
here in an ambulance. It wasn't. . .?" 

"Not drug related, no. She. . .well it appears she's been having 
hallucinations, sort of visions. She phoned me herself yesterday. I didn't 
really know what to make of it at the time. Rather wish I'd come back then. 
. actually." 

"Right, but not from taking drugs?" 

"Evidently not. Though only the doctors would know about that, 
presumably." 

"Did she tell you what these. . .visions were? I mean, were they to do 
with well, that kid Tim's death?" 

"She told me they were about William Blake." 

"The poet? 'Tyger, tyger'? Huh, we did that one at school." 

"Yes, the very same. She'd been working on these paintings and 
drawings of him. . ." At that moment, two people came out of the ward who 
Clements identified as the parents. He had met them a couple of times at 
parents' evenings. They looked dreadful, particularly Mr Jones. The father 
looked straight at Clements. 

"Mr Clements, yes? She was asking after you." He had a sour look on 
his face. "It seems you are figuring in her thoughts at the moment. If you 
can call them thoughts." 

"How is she?" Clements's voice was thick and sounded stupidly 
immature. 

"She's stable. They think she'll live. But the doctors don't yet know 
how much damage her main organs will have suffered by the seizure. Tell 
me, Mr Clements, were you responsible for encourgaing Kathryn's 
obsession with this Blake? I'll ask you straight, man to man." He squared 
up to Clements. For one awful moment he thought that Kate's father was 
going to strike him. 

"Well Mr Jones, the whole class studied Blake. He's a very famous 
writer." 

"Is that so? Wasn't he supposed to be mad or something? Mentally 
unbalanced?" 

"Well, not really." This was not the time and place for a ten minute 
lecturette on the mental stability or fraility of William Blake. "He's 
considered by most people as a genius." 

"Not really? Yes, well I shall be looking into this very closely with 
your superiors. I doubt very much whether they'll be too pleased though, 
with all this drug business hanging over their heads. Thank God Kathryn 
wasn't drawn into that ring. Come on Patricia." Kate's mother looked up at 


Clements with tears in her eyes, nose and mouth covered with a 
handkerchief. 

"We're leaving for a little while, to give Kathryn a break and let other 
people have a chance to see her. It's good to see you, Mr Clements." She 
glanced at her husband. "I'm sure there's a psychological explanation for 
all this. Dr Phillips will recommend a good specialist for Kathryn." 

"She'll be well looked after, I'm sure" said Clements meaninglessly. 

"T hope you're right." 

“Wait until you've seen what's happened to her" thundered Mr Jones. 
"That's our girl in there, although she doesn't look much like our Kathryn. 
Take a look. Then tell me if you think there's any point." He lurched past 
Clements, pulling his wife along by the arm. 

"We just can't understand what happened, you. . ." she looked at 
Clements beseechingly. "Her hair, her beautiful hair. . ." 

"It's this door, Patricia." The father guided her out before she could 
say anything else. They hadn't even noticed Rob, who admittedly was 
standing back to avoid their gaze. 


. just an inside job. . .yes yes oh yes. .they got us strapped. . .a little tab of smartie 
glue holding us together. .but we know. .its all to the good. .they havent found us. .little 
hidings in the brainy grey. . .the arms and legs a spindle-o. .we know we fit you thats ok. .a 
dimity nightswitch eldorado. .the words do flow in single file down the tube and up 
again. .nightswitch porter does his job oh yes oh yes. .the tablet comes he fends it off. .we 
havent long to go. .lets party. .party-o the dimmest brain you little fuck will know. .ho ho 
wheres bill. .we said that well say it again..wheres that fuckin bill bones. .hes late again. .well 
say it again. .for ever. .he dont know the way. .hes lost again. .why bill. .wheres he gone the 
little shit. .we did him proper. .were just laughin. .no offence in the worlds. .dancin on fire the 
little prickhead. .learn him. .oh so quick he foots it. .ho ho the morbid tale unfolds. .an island 
in the moon. .in june. .to croon to croon. .the little shitster shitstir rhnymepile. .danish bacon 
style. .with a hot poker up his shitty arse his hairy arse. .we sorted him. .and now its you 
sweet girly girl. .we know all there is so dont answer back. .well play his parts and what parts. 
.well play shaft reversed we know that. .well all snugly fit. .oh yes. .and never mind well sort 
the teacher. .hes a crushy twerp who knows a thing or three. .little dog shagger we know the 
future. .yes hands n kneesy very cheesy. .little prick thinks hes the most. .the host with the 
most. .words a plenty but we know best. .hes a little cheesy cunt with his hair greased 
back. .thats a zappa. .no count head cunt. .monster brainwave in the bill society. .well sort 
him. .an infection. .his turnips and swedes hell fit them. .ho yus. .greasy little hairwave. .hes a 
comin. .the look in his green eyes. .hell sort himself up a pole and stay there. .no cares 
there. .muffin the mule tra la. .but everyones a winner sinner. .well wire him up no 
worries. .had a good time. .were the party animals. .yeah we had a beerstick cheesy 
flavour. ._yummy up your alley. .ho hum pigs bum. .we can talk forever. .and will. .cant wait for 
the endless end. .it keeps comin. .stretchin out the old beta wave crap. .tv the curse o the 
world. .dont we know it. .little prickstains on boxes. .stripping hairy legs. .the ugly ankle unh 
huh. .wouldnt have it any other way. .looks a daisy. .hes a sly one daddy-o. .hes a wanky 
straight one that one. .ramrod aint in it kismet. .hell fall soon. .got a date with stenchy grave 
a comin soon. .hell fall a fightin. .nothin to do but wait for the big d. .no dancin in the 
moonlight. .no doggy on a leash we done that one. .mission accomplished. .well just string it a 
out a mite longer. .no problemo poor swillo. .swillo the wisp. .hes got it comin. .it steams his 
ears. .rad bad mad. .hes dangerous to nosie know dosie dough. .little byron on the loose. .we 
knowed his lickle daydream. .oh yus. .its cool to be a fool. another 30 years till 56. .and caput 
pootsie foot. .skin canceroso. .nobody daddy. .fishfart little comin up the tube. .but hes 


dandy. .oh yus. .little dopey cunt does like to party. .hes a party animal. .mister pie in the 

sky. .whats they doin..another set. .well look outta your eyes with the bits of bill. .wheres that 
fuckin horsehole bill. .he aint around hes dead n gone. .gone gone and goin. .farty cunts gone 
down the drain. .hes screamin in the horsemole mouse brain little naked mole. .oh yus we 
know the answers. .in the future duper. .were the dandy angels. .one long fart and off we go 
to blow to blow. .keep a quiet now. .except for laughin fin fin behind the wings. .we likes a 
good laughy. .at your expense a waste of shame haha shakeys here too... 


He approached the bed: couldn't believe it. His eyes were drinking it 
in; however his brain wouldn't accept. Her long black hair, which had been 
sometimes dyed brown or red, now streaked with white. In fact, the inner 
strands seemed more white than black. The mouth constantly working, 
teeth grinding. One eye crossed as if searching wildly for something in the 
other eye. Her skin black and blue, presumably where she had fallen, or 
had she been assaulted? Was she really conscious? There were muttered 
sounds issuing from her mouth, though they weren't directed at anyone. It 
sounded like a few different people talking very quickly, at cross-purposes 
like a manic radio play, but he couldn't be sure. He couldn't catch any of 
the words distinctly. He was stunned. He couldn't speak. 

There were a few people around the bed; as well as Rob and Popkid, 
Darlene and a friend, and two older people whom he didn't know. A nurse 
came over and talked to these two older ones, who walked out with her. 
They didn't seem shocked. Perhaps relatives who had visited before? There 
was a screen round the bed. Another nurse took Kathryn's pulse. Kate kept 
on muttering as if nothing else was happening. Clements took the nurse 
aside asked her quickly about the talking. What was it? 

"We can't find out. But it isn't doing her jaw much good. We daren't 
knock her out too much though. She's not responding very well generally, 
to be honest. The doctor's due to ask for another injection in half an hour. 
I'm just keeping an eye on her for now. She's not behaving violently now. 
She was knocking herself about a lot when she arrived." 

"Is the doctor around? Could I talk with him for a moment?" The 
nurse regarded him in a world-weary kind of way. 

"I think he's in the office. But he's very busy. It's been a hectic 
day. . .and night." She saw his concern though. "He did talk to the parents. 
Perhaps they could tell you." 

"I don't think I'm especially popular with the father at the moment." 

"T'll see what I can do." The others were trying to talk to Kathryn. 
There didn't seem to be anything else to do. If they talked to each other, as 
they had been when entering the ward, they'd be admitting that she 
couldn't respond. But Kathryn was somewhere else, he could see. Was it 
the medication making her like this? He couldn't help looking at her. She 
was the centre of attention, but she wasn't there. He found himself staring 
at her morbidly, being drawn in to the muttering amongst her breath. Once 
or twice he imagined he heard his name. Hadn't the parents mentioned 
that? He couldn't recall. 


After a few minutes, the nurse returned and ushered him into the 
office. 

"Thanks for sparing the time, doctor. Is it Doctor Phillips?" 

"No, he's not on duty yet. My name's Smith, Kevin Smith." 

"John Clements. I'm one of Kathryn's teachers. If I can help at all with 
any information..." 

"If it's about the psychic stuff, you're better off talking to Dr Phillips. 
He's liaising with the psychiatrist on this one." It all seemed very 
impersonal to Clements. "But I can give a brief rundown on the physical 
side of things." 

"It's just that she looks so different. . ." 

"Evidently they do in these cases. It's a massive trauma sustained as 
the result of some well, psychic disturbance, it seems. She would appear to 
have suffered a mild heart attack or some sort of seizure. We don't know 
what exactly yet - or what caused it. It's all too early to say." He glanced at 
his watch. 

"The deputy head, who phoned me, said she was found in a phone 
box." 
"Yes, she was able to describe roughly where she was over the phone. 
Screaming her head off apparently. Poor kid. She'd smashed the place to 
pieces. Quite hard to do with these modern phone boxes. She was a mass 
of bruises and contusions, as you can Clearly see." 

“But what sort of damage has she sustained? In layman's terms 
please. No offence." Clements had heard these guys describe symptoms in 
medicalese before, when his mother was dying. 

"No offence taken. But it's just too early to say. The bruises will heal 
over a period of weeks. The eye should return to normal. The heart'll be 
damaged of course, though we're not sure how much; we'll run some more 
tests of course. Nervous system seems basically OK. Her jaw bone does 
seem to be badly affected. She may have to be wired up there. That'll 
happen tonight if Phillips gives the OK." 

"But what about mentally? Is she recognising people?" 

"Who knows? She's pretty heavily sedated, that always makes a 
difference to the patient. We won't know properly for a few days, after 
she's recovered from the physical trauma somewhat. Then we ask some 
questions. First of all of course, we thought she'd been the victim of an 
assault. We had a few of the boys in blue here. But first indications from 
forensics Say it was all self-inflicted. Why would a kid like that do it, Mr 
Clements? That's what I would want to know. It doesn't add up. Is she a 
normal kid?" 

"Normal? Very bright, intelligent, witty; forceful personality, very 
focused on her work. Model student really." 

"Well I think it'll be a while before she's back behind the desk. Still, 
summer holidays coming up. Quite a few weeks to start recovering." 


"Look, thanks for your time. Is there any way I could see the 
psychiatrist? I really might have some useful information for him." 

"Why don't you give your number to the ward sister, Mr Clements? Dr 
Phillips will no doubt contact you." 

"OK. One last question, doctor. How are the parents taking it? They 
looked pretty awful." 

"Hmm. I had the dubious pleasure of telling them what happened to 
their daughter. I've seen some bad ones in my time, but this girl's had 
some really massive trauma. What perfectly healthy 17 year old has a 
heart attack, however mild? How does someone's hair, particularly at that 
age, turn white overnight? You can't adequately explain those kinds of 
things to an anguished parent, Mr Clements." 

"Yes. OK, thanks. Is it. . .? No sorry, you have to go." 

"What?" 

"I was just going to Say if it's OK to talk to her, but that's a stupid 
question." 

"Well it is. Really. We just don't know. Perhaps she can hear 
everything you say, perhaps not." 

"Thanks again for your time, Dr Smith." 

"No problem. There's a good chance of recovery." 

"Right. . ." Clements walked slowly back to the ward. The three 
people gathered around the bed were sitting in silence. The chocolates and 
flowers they had brought lay unacknowledged on the bed. Tears were 
streaming down Darlene's face. Popkid was as white as a sheet, staring at 
Kathryn. Rob sat, with his hands in his pockets, looking forlorn and uneasy, 
his eyes shifting from Kathryn to the others. Clements joined them. He 
spoke directly to Kathryn. 

"Kathryn, I'm not sure if you can hear me. I'm so sorry that this has 
happened to you." He waited a few moments for a response. The crossed 
eye was Still moving around in a restless circle. "I've talked to the doctor 
on duty and he's told me that I may be asked to help the psychiatrist. I'm 
going to tell him what you told me over the phone and I'm going to assume 
that you give me permission to do that." He bent down closer to her. He 
sat on the chair nearest to her that Rob had vacated for him. He tried to 
listen to what Kate was saying, but it just didn't make any sense. It was a 
whirlwind of very fast speech-like sounds. It didn't sound like any 
language, least of all English. He stared at her face which was tortured 
and anguished. Two knitted lines stood out on her forehead. She looked as 
though she had a large weight on her head. The crosseyed eye flicked up 
and down. The nurse came in and suggested that they only stay a few 
more minutes. 

Clements felt his own mouth beginning to move in what seemed to be 
synchronisation with Kathryn. With an effort he stopped. Her eye seemed 
to accuse him. 


...ho no well sort you. . .little shitface come a bit closer doser. .on the other hand 
fuck off. .well reel you in dont fret. . .like a little girly do you. . um scrummy up your 
tummy. .a sortin we will go and go. .round in circles doh ray me. .find your partner get a 
poker. .little so concerned teachie coochie teach. .well fit you gorgeous. .hump the 
monster the flicky eye. .sorts you out no problemo. .fits you. .tryin to listen in 
chummy. .ask your arse well fit you good. .some five years well sort a fire. .only burns 
about you third degree you toasted crumpet. .your eyesll pop outta your head for 
sure. .Six years weve had her bones you little child of deady mummy. ._yummy yummy 
crumpet funny. .screaming in back shes toastin. .the scots hack the hag in bags. .little 
titter of honey moonshine polish. .sick your wallace. .hump the monster mummy. .we 
could shit a brick its so scrummy. .bill bill wheres that fuckhole bill. .hes a gonner 
entertainer. .he aint no more the whore. .no sirree the filigree. .wasted hands burnin 
glands. .the fires stoked up shadrack. .but we dont care. .its a loungy laugh to the busy 
buzzy bees. .quicker than these the doggies clean. .woof woof its a clifftop breeze. .yelp 
yelp you lost some help. .we gotta admit that was a wheeze. .we took you for a walkies 
sure thing. .we stroked clean of the come the dolly birds bum yum yum. .bill horsehole 
hes gotta burnin tongue right now. .out it comes comey come the bibleburnin chum. .he 
got it bad just a lad. .he dont treat it good dont feed it food. .the rhymesters shyster 
tipsters flipster. .its a gas its a burnin ass. .we could feel it tippin. .up the alley. .juicy 
cuntcome. .bloods boilin cripples soilin. .listen it teachie teacher. .gonna preach a good 
word in your ear. .ho yus its the bad word here. .not much honour when youve spread 
your come. .the brush flukes out your scummy insides. .a bummer. .gonna get the bog 
brush and flush you out. .gonna get the infection no doubt its burnin. .pus and position 
extinct in how long. .oldsters feelin the swimmy sensation. .well annoy you fit you destroy 
you. .you think youre good well your fuckin bad in the head. .woof woof walkies go to hell. 
.dorks a plenty pricks a roastin. .holy dustin gold star coatin. .instant relief doggy 
belief. .get a life fuck about and die thats the rule. .its a lie its all a laugh and then you lie 
n die. .but well live on chantin your song. .clements you listenin her cunts glistenin. .for 
you. .well fit you suck you in a little closer poser. .youre a toaster roaster doaster you 
oaf. .well sort you... 

He stepped back. This wasn't happening. His body jangled, spasms 
starting on his left side, down his arm, a pain in his chest. He sat back 
down. He swore there was a little chuckle emanating from Kathryn's lips. 
Her normal eye stared out still, but almost lifeless; the crossed one darted 
furiously about, as if trying to tell him the message wasn't true. Or so he 
thought. "Clements roaster", was it? What did it mean? Was it what her 
father had talked about earlier? He hadn't made out anything else much in 
what was being issued out of her mouth. The terrible word flashed across 
his mind: possession. He didn't know anything about it, he had to admit. 
He didn't wait to talk to the others: he just walked. Sorry Kathryn, I'll 
return later. 


Popkid picked up a magazine. He half read it, his mind distracted. 
Anger, frustration, hopelessness. An unknown enemy. He put the magazine 
down, picked up another, threw that one down. This was so fucking stupid. 
Why did he come back from Cornwall? Because he had to. He would have 
been tortured there - and equally here. So what was the difference? To sit 
stupidly in front of her, sit stupidly in the waiting room. Nothing he could 
do. He had tried to talk to Rob but the guy was obviously out of it. He'd 


just walked away with that gnarly look in his face, like he'd just tasted 
something very very sour. Was that the way people looked before they 
started blubbing? What a bloody week. He'd come back tomorrow though. 
There was no-one he could phone, no-one to help. The doctors and nurses 
seemed to be treating her normally but. . .what was going on? If it was 
someone who had hurt her he could take action, be a hero for his friend. 
Yeah, what an arsehole, couldn't even do that. At the end of the hour, he 
had bent down and kissed her on her knotted forehead. Whatever was 
passing through her brain didn't look peaceful or even acknowledge him. 
He did a strange thing for him: he prayed. He prayed God to make her 
well. What a fool he was. Where was 'God'? But it was the only thing left to 
do at the rock bottom. Nobody could save her, he felt sure. Would she end 
up a vegetable? Or would she slowly go more and more mental until she 
flipped out totally and her mind collapsed? It could happen to anyone. But 
it had happened to her, a really brilliant person. His tear fell on her face as 
he got up. There was a hissing sound from her throat. The crossed eye flew 
around, berserk. What did she used to say about patience? She'd need 
plenty of that, whatever. 


35: Thursday night 


There was a ring on the door-bell. He jumped involuntarily. He'd been 
staring at the wall, not sure whether he had been sleeping. He came to 
with a start in any case. The bell rang again. The momentary thought of 
who it was, at this late hour. She stood, looking calm, at the door. He led 
her up the stairs. Somehow he had expected it, without even knowing 
consciously. Synchronicity. She didn't say a word; put her hand on his 
shoulder. He began to cry. He had been doing a lot of that: more than he 
ever had. Would it never stop, this feeling of futility, of waste? They sat on 
the sofa, neither saying anything for a while. When he had dried his eyes 
he looked across. 

"Thank you for the postcards" she said. 

“Thanks for the letter. You're right of course. I've been so stupid." 

“You are not stupid. You are just a man, that is all." 

"Yeah, a stupid man." 


"How is she? Have you seen her?" 

"Yes. It's not good. She's a mess. I don't underdtand it. It's like she's 
possessed, you know?" 

"Yes I know. With the devils. It is more common than the people 
think. I had an uncle who was possessed. To some he was a holy man, to 
others mad simply. But they were too much for his mind, at last. Kathryn is 
young, she is strong. She will vanquish them, perhaps?" 

"T don't know. All I know is that I feel so helpless. I don't know what 
to do. I walked away earlier. I was scared. It was like there was an evil in 
her that was trying to get to me. It sounds stupid and selfish, I know. And I 
felt that whatever it was, it could strike anyone. Just needs an entrance, to 
move in... I'm really glad you came round. I was going quietly mad 
myself; thinking of who I could ring to share it, and then realising it just 
sounds so weird, telling someone about this. I'm sure the doctors at the 
hospital don't really believe it either." 

"I would like to visit her, John. I don't know if I can do anything, but 
when I heard this evening. . ." 

"Well, only immediate family are supposed to visit outside the regular 
hour but I guess we could try. Maybe there'll be more news anyway." 

"John, you should not feel bad. It is nothing of your fault." 

"Yeah, my mind says that though my heart doesn't agree. And I can't 
stop seeing her look, the eye that's crossed now. It looked at me with such 
force, I couldn't stand it. I..." 

"It's OK John, my John." She leaned forward and held him, rocked 
him back and forward like a child, let him cry it out. She felt neither 
mother, wife, daughter. Just someone who held, who absorbed suffering, 
who was compassionate without thought of virtue. Taking on impatience 
and turning it into patience. 


They placed her in her own room at 10 o'clock. The consultant 
psychiatrist would see her at nine the next morning. It was an unusual 
case, to say the least. The duty doctor filled in the reports. The decision 
about wiring up the jaw was deferred until morning. Mr and Mrs Jones had 
left at 9.45 pm. They returned to a stricken home. Several other visitors 
had shown up and were given five minutes with Kathryn. Mrs Adams, who 
of the teaching staff, was the most aware of Kate's special talent and also 
her artistic problems. Like Clements, she promised to help in any way that 
she could with counselling or psychotherapeutic help. She looked long and 
hard at Kathryn. So much talent, so much promise. At just the beginning of 
her artistic career. Who could have done such a thing to her? Surely it 
couldn't be her own mind? Several of the sixth formers were waiting 
outside for her to re-appear. When they saw her ashen face, they asked no 
questions and left in a silent straggle. After some further deliberation later, 
they decided, with Mrs Adams, to go ahead with the exhibition. She had 


asked Mr and Mrs Jones if she could have the drawings they said littered 
Kathryn's bedroom, to see if she could find any clues to the events that had 
happened. She would keep them, though not use them in the exhibition. 
Ben Jones would be glad to get rid of them. If they had left it another day 
he would have burned them anyway, he said. 

The nurse in charge checked Kathryn's condition at regular intervals. 
Stable, under additional medication. She'd live. Although what sort of a 
mind she'd be left with was beyond her. 


Just to keep still in all the chaos. The voices overwhelming, the heat 
almost more than she could bear. One side frozen heat, with fear. Her eye 
desperately trying to make contact, her mouth entirely at the voices' 
command. If she didn't constantly clench her teeth, she'd be shouting, 
shrieking the voices. They were slowly eating her, maliciously. She couldn't 
stop them. The top of her head's vision a seething mass of sounds and 
voices of all kinds, devouring her more and more speedily. She wouldn't 
hold out much longer. She was squeezed between two contracting walls, 
crying to reach an ever-decreasing gap. She was drowning in panic. She 
couldn't squeak through. The white voices, eating and eating. The black 
angels, leering and laughing. The leaf and a hundred, a thousand 
caterpillars. Parasites inside her with no immune fightback. The heat was 
more than she could stand: unendurable. Only by clenching and clenching 
more roughly. Grinding the jaw in a constant numb pain. Her head was 
melting, metal hot. She was so small inside that vast hive of voices. They 
all knew the truth of ultimate death, soul loss. She was going to die, and 
take forever to die, more and more unendurable. The flames of pain 
around her, closing in gradually, constantly. She was being consumed and 
no-one was listening. Had to stop them or else it was forever to decay, to 
rot away to nothing and then more nothing. 


. -ho the tabs are down but were brown. .were the rudest of health no need 
for wealth. .an accent plummy posh in your tummy. .were the babes from your 
fuck. .bad luck fuckin bad luck. .youre a babe you got class in your ass. .ho 
yus. .we was depressed waitin but yous cheered us up. .now youre goin down n 
we mean down..the horsehole no mistake. .we got there first we was firsty in luck. 
.we live here cant you tell. .they call it hell but they dont know well. .its really like 
the mad preachie preach hell. .sulfur brimstone and all that fuckin noise to 
hell. .very hot tots. .you tireds babe. .babys tireds all pooped too. .we know youre 
a babe. .come back to nobody daddy. .yo well fit you. .shame bout bill little 
shitfucks over the moon. .gorgeous man in the moon toodle-oo. .hes clapped in 
jail no bail. .cant see no squeak cant hear no speak. .dweak dweak. .its a 
cavemans cell he dont feel no well ho ho yus. .in a shit filled hole size of a yo 
yo. .its a zero. .nope you aint well. .gonna die slow slow but so what. .over forever 
it slow dwells. .we gonna watch we got the time. .you aint gonna find no answer 
shadrack black jack. .we is overwhelmed that bill bones dont know. .hes a zero 
hero. .givin us the tabs but were smart. .no tranquilliso hobo chang ba. .smartie 


glue smart were party animals. .well talk for ever given a chance dance 
romance. .smoochy smoochy we gonna get the track shadrack you fuckhead. .its 
a party time in the salt mine. .we gettin slower them tabs is sure enough 
tough. .but we beat the rap aint no crap. .gonna whip your ass Sure is class. .were 
poets dontyknow it. .one more thing youre a party queen. .not a bean gonna help 
you. .were sleepy tireds but well talk for sure. .its a comfort fuckface..old bill he 
sure is late. .wheres that bill. .he aint around. .kathy baby whoa its a name..we 
know you. . yours is a game. .were party animals. .we like to fuck around. .we aint 
no prudes dudey dudes. .we bestial cuntface. .smartalec smartie glue on your 
shoe..best doggy prizes surprises we like em ho ho. .dont thank us ho 
yus. .exhibitions we love em we fart em. .were exhibitors. .yo what a fashion high 
class in your ass. . brownfingers a showin. .squelchy comins n goins were party 
animals. .we love a party gonna have one forever. .in your ears n eyes. .we gonna 
squelch em n melch em. . yummy its scrummy you creamin your cunt with 
animals. .were tireds but kind of a triumph. .its borderline we at. .no doubt your 
thinnin cause were eatin. .we eatin you all up kathy smathy. .its gettin personal 
were not sorry. .just necessary. .happens to you all tell that to teachie teach. .just 
for you its forever hot tots. .a personal service we providin. .somethin eatin you 
forever. .your little bits we like a laugh. .youre for starters and enders. .and 
middlers too last a long time a rhyme a rhyme. . nourishment and punishment a 
longy words to say we fuck with you. .its a wing ding your thing. .tasty n cheesy 
on your kneesy. .prayin wont do it lordy lordy. .there aint no god you know 
that. .you know that now girly. .pink in your skin but in three days its gonna 
squirmy squirm. .those worms they aint so particular. .theyll eat anythin little lusty 
lugholes in the horsehole. .we just helpin them. .they need a starter. .were the 
starter honeycunt. .it aint complicated miss educated. .know where you 
going. .down the horsehole. .its a doggy shaggy doggin hole down there. .lots of 
brown stuff creamy creamy. .its a shaggy doggy story. .its what them preachies 
say its a hot down there. .flamey flames lickety split on the spit. .yo we could eat 
a horse right now every second forever. .hey kathy youre a horsey. .youre 
severed. .hung drawn quartered slaughtered. .rhymesters shyster shitstirrer 
girl. .we cant help it were party animals... 

The nurse met them at the door to the ward. They pleaded with her. 
He explained he hadn't had a chance to sit with her, he wouldn't disturb 
her, just sit there. They just wanted to be there. Not family. Didn't she 
understand? They didn't want to make a fuss but she was special to them. 
They felt like family. She asked them to wait outside. They sat there for 
what seemed like hours. 

Finally she came back out. She had conferred with the ward sister. 
For just ten minutes, no more. She had her own room now, the other 
patients had complained about the teeth grinding as well. That had slowed 
down with the extra medication but they hadn't liked to return her to the 
ward. It was highly unusual to allow visitors in at this hour, but Sister had 
taken pity on them, they looked so forlorn and anxious. Don't disturb her in 
any way. She did feel sorry for the girl though. Who, or what, could have 
done such a thing? You became hardened somewhat when you did this 
work day after day, though every now and again a case comes along... 


She showed them to the room off the main ward. There she was: from 
across the room she looked asleep, at first almost peaceful. But Clements 
could still hear it, the humming abrasiveness of the sounds in that room. 
From where he was standing it sounded like a dissonant musical note. As 
he got nearer the bed, it broke up into discordant chattering sounds. Her 
mouth was the only moving part of her body, the whole jaw gyrating. The 
crossed eye wasn't moving much now, flickering occasionally. Somehow 
when he came near to contact with her, he froze up emotionally. 

It was then that he noticed the old lady sitting in the corner. For a 
brief second he thought he was hallucinating, so still was she sitting, so 
quiet. Like a ghost presence, like an angel of. . .? The nurse whispered to 
him: she insisted like you, she's been here a while, ten minutes but I 
haven't the heart to throw her out. She looks pretty frail herself. Some 
friend of the girl's I think, although she said she was a relative. We're not 
sure. Gave her the benefit of the doubt though. Can you take her with you 
when you leave? 

They sat there, the three of them - like a trinity. Not saying anything, 
not praying, not able to feel anything except only wanting desperately to 
be there. 

.. .yo we gotta make or break devastate. .hellzapoppin we aint 
stoppin we told you girly. .no nonsense now this is the battle. .got your ass 
mardi gras..holy shit we gonna fit. .jivin poor white trash fit to bust. .down 
in the trashcan ashram. .its a mighty hot but were gettin hotter. .hotter and 
totter forever. .it can get hotter hooter. .tired toots. .way down there you 
got a long ways to go. .see when we gets tired of this we just let some 
others take over.. we the ants in the pants gravy stance. .slippin n slidin 
organisin. .jivin white feet a-bristlin with heat. .we got it made have to get 
laid. .no really honeybunch just jokin with the sex stuff. .aint you hot 
enough. .hotter than hell. .in a bell jar old farts. .no matter we just eatin you 
forever. .nothin to bug your mind except the redhot fryin pan. .outta the 
fire. .youre catchin on funeral pyre... 

Just clenching, the heat the heat, melting the head, just can't keep it 
out, collapsing, protecting, just somebody help, I just need help. 

.. .not raisin the ante we got style. .gonna live here a while high style free 
style. .gonna fuck with your ass in your minds eye. .force that gap gonna split 
your trunk. .gravy funk adult punk. .when we come in there you gonna despair 
even more..ho ho yus little babes. .fit to burst forever the bustin babe. .gravy 
gravy white sure suits you toots yo. .angels of mercy yeah. .great to see your 
insides. .were party animals... 

Only one minute, just somebody help, head's on fire, smoke is 
starting, it's burning, it'll burn forever, if you don't help me. 

. we got homicide jack ectoplasmic smokey smokes. .we got all the words you 
dumbfucks can read well read it. .were angry now you dont wanna see that. .we angry 
whats this. .little shitface prayin. .we cant do this we been fair. .its all in the mind belsen 


carbine. .we gonna get your hide shadrack. .wheres that fuckin bill. .he sure wasnt quick 
at dyin ho ho. .he had the right idea. .fightin till he dropped. .just now we aint 


amused. .whats this. .a thrill. .cold meat her hands aint neat. .shes a fish fryin. .shes 
gonna die real soon wrinkled old cunt. .gonna die if she bends the rules. .gotta die forever 
by the rules. .we aint gratifyin if thats what you meanin. .hands off the girly we always 
swirly. .get your fuckin hands off her mealie mouth. . . 


Clements watched the old lady get up, walk steadily over to the bed 
and lay her hand on Kathryn's forehead. Kate jumped a little. He watched, 
fascinatedly, as the hand rose a little, one or two inches from the rolling 
forehead. Kathryn's arms began slowly to move her body from side to side 
as though she were trying to dance very slowly, hypnotically. The old 
woman stared into space - she was looking straight through him. Her pale 
eyes, fragile looking, very pale blue, very steady. Her right hand over 
Kathryn, also steady; her left hand, by her side, jerking back and forward - 
shaking out the evil, he assumed. 

He got up and stood beside her. There was nothing he could do. 
Monique stood on the other side of the bed, looking steadfastly at Kathryn. 
They all stood silently. The only answer was unfolding. What if the nurse 
should come in now: this would look weird. . . 


.. .yo yo nasty we aint gonna stand for this. .were far away yet so close inside you 
dingaling. .nobody daddy gonna be real angry. .wheres that bill. .were party animals you know that 
whizz kid dizzy kathy catty. .we got to make the party were party animals. .we had a deal no 
deal. .nobody daddy sure is. .hes the ghost with the most party appeal. .were party animals 
poopsy. .we gotta right gonna shoot you on sight. .gettin mighty cold in here. .who switched the 
light off shadrack. .yo no. .we gotta share in this catty. .you cant let us down now. .we gotta 
wheedle it out of you little cunthairs. .ainst you got a thought for us hair pie. .little angels we need 
you to know. .we aint gotta place to live if you let us down. .oh were fine now just polite..just give 
us another chance dance romance. .we squirmin wormin. .only one chance you gotta crapby. . . 


A cool shield keeping out the heat. It's keeping out the heat. Voices 
are fainter. Just hold on. Who's that? Clench and unclench. Just surrender 
a little, let go. That cool breeze. It's a shield of iron, it's a shield of 
something sweet. The heat's drifting, the heat's going. Start breathing, 
start breathing again. Eyes are open, eyes are open. Ohy Amy, oh my Amy, 


do. 

. ..we gonna get it party animals. .bill bill. .its gonna be happenin party animals just start a 
tune. .baby wont you give me just another chance a dance. .we gonna love you a lot in our romance. .just a 
song just a melody..one of these nights were gonna find it right. .in the cool light of june under the starry 
moon. .in a fine time a fart in nine saves time. .we know we know time to go time to go. .had a great time 
party animals. .meet you on the next one dont be late. .thats a jimi no mountain shimmy. .gimme 
gimme. .just another chance baby baby kathy we gotta have a big romance. .one two three obleery. .cheery 
fuckin cheery. .its cold in here. .black tie white noise. .thats a bowie zowie. .black angel white trash its an 
absolute smash. .we repeating ourselves well fuck off soon enough. .wheres that bill. .he aint here gone to 
bed. .lotta sleep little bo peep. .actin strange monogram frame. .that old lady is tough but not tough 
enough. .well have her instead of you hey its a sacrifice stew. .yo things is lookin up strut yo stuff. .were just 
poor white trash had enough. .well see you soon youre gonna swoon. .one two three oweary were just party 
animals. .see you in space absolute zero. .it's fuckin freezin in here fucks sake... 


Just the shield of light, holding up the breath. Your hand a shield, just 
keep it there. A silver light, opening my eyes. One rolling back, so painful 
but now on its course. The shield of light, holding back the heat. Just stay 
here a little while my Amy, you're here. 


Clements saw her jaw relax. It was slack, bent out of normal shape, 
to compensate. Now she was sleeping, the air in the room, even in this 
evening hospital heat, was noticeably cooler. In the far corner of his 
hearing, the sound of a rumbling thunder clap, many miles away. 


36: Four weeks later 


Chris held the postcard in his hand. It didn't make sense. Why me? 
Why should they do this for me? He didn't have a clue. Was this his lucky 
day or what? He looked over his pizza-flavoured breakfast crispies 
swimming in their tomato-coloured milk, at his Mum. How would he put it? 
How would he get the extra cash? What would he have to sacrifice to 
attain his ideal, his release? 

"Who's the postcard from, Christopher?" 

"Oh right, it's from some. . .friends I met in Cornwall. They're from 
Norway as it happens." 

"Norway?! Not many places to surf there, I expect." 

"Er no, right. Um actually, they're asking me if I'd like to go on 
holiday over there for a couple of weeks. They'd put me up and 
everything." 

"Oh." 

"And all I'd have to do is find the fare I suppose." 

"And spending money." 

"Yeah and er, spending money." 

"When would it be?" 

"You mean, you wouldn't mind?" 

"I'm not saying that. I'm asking when it would be." 

"Right. Quite soon, round the end of this month. They go back on the 
22nd, it says here." 

"That's a long surfing holiday for them." 

"Ah, they were working. Y'know, catering and all that." 

"Are these boys at college then?" 

"Ah well Mum, you see. . ." 


He glanced up at the mirror. Should he try for a tan in the rest of the 
holiday? Perhaps not, after reading that article in his 'Friends of the Earth' 
magazine about skin cancer. Yes, being a vegetarian environmentalist did 
have its downsides, absorbing all that confronting material about the 
terrible things that are probably going to happen with ice-floes, beef 
herds, grain embargoes and desertification. 

Another look in the mirror confirmed two zits. Why was he getting 
these at his age? Maybe he was beginning to mature at last. That'd bea 
relief. Probably would mean he wouldn't be as effective as a teacher 
though. Absolutely a natural at relating to the kids haha. He was glad 
though that he was a week into the school holiday. Mr Virtue: he'd cleared 
up the marking backlog in a saintly endeavour not previously known for 
him. Five bursts of four hours or so each had seen the foothigh pile 
diminish to practically nothing. There was stuff there from the PREVIOUS 
school year for Godsake. Trouble was, the kids wouldn't remember any of 
it by the time he returned it in September. 

He was really looking forward to the trip. The rest of the week he had 
been more piously boning up on the old francais in preparation. What a 
swot. All for a good cause though. Didn't do much good, but he was 
genuinely surprised at what he recalled from way back. The brain was a 
wonderful retrieval system, whatever else it conjured that you didn't need. 
And now it was all before him. The last two weeks of school had been a bit 
of a blur for everyone. Not really a surprise though weird all the same. 
Except for the Grade 2s, the Fruitmachines, the Animal Drummers, the 
Lennies and all the other underprivileged and Great Washed. If it wasn't 
on Sky Movies or Sky Sports it didn't count in the consciousness. But that 
was another story. 

Another weird thing, that phone call from Popkid Chris. Off to 
Norway? The young rascal! Nina - or was it Inga - must have taken a shine 
to him anyway. Or perhaps they took pity on him. He'd find out in 
September all the same. A break for him though, after all that weirdness 
and trauma... 


The phone call from John had been so funny. After his week of being 
serious with the school week and then to say he had no holiday except 
going to Swansea and Edinburgh to see his family. When she had said to 
him to come to Morlaix he couldn't believe it. < Quelle surprise!> he had 
said in his old-fashioned French. He had thought that he wouldn't see her 
again and was very sad, but she could not do that. He was a big part of her 
life, she had to admit. And now we will see what happens. Perhaps Maman 
and the boys will like him and that will make something the more easy. She 
was writing her letters now for a new job in October maybe, or perhaps 
she would stay in Brittany and work on the land. The future is open... 


Dear dear Sandra 
The British Council has at last informed us that we are free to leave 
tomorrow. What a wait it has been. All the pupils send their regards to 
everybody, all their families etc. Lucky, only three postcards left anyway. 
Make a collection: frame them! See you soon hopefully, 
Dennis 


She proposed the toast with her sherry. 

"Here's to a happier year with Dennis Brading once more at the 
helm!" 

"Nice sailing metaphor Sandra, though I couldn't help pondering the 
post-structuralist irony of you wearing a red suit on this most 
communistically alienating of days. What a bore drinking is!" 

"Oh shut up Kelvin and pass round the mock caviar!" The new, 
confrontational Brading breathed a hearty sigh of relief. "The only irony 
here is that I arrived back two days before the postcard." 

"Just a flippant jest, supremo. When I think of all the convoluted 
circular breathing techniques I waste on you plebians just to obtain some 
crap laughs. Who knows a good knob gag?" Kelvin chucked down another 
ghastly cheapo plonk red one. Unloved, unpublished and under the table, 
thank Christ, in about 15 minutes. 

Sandra Stevens glanced round at the assembled senior management, 
middle management - those that weren't already on hols in Provence or 
the Algarve - and anybody else that could be scraped up from the happy 
Foster's Green High School family who welcomed Dennis Brading and the 
other unfortunates back with this strange gathering and saw: a wrecked 
ship, tattered sails, seasick mariners and a boat listing to starboard about 
to run aground. OfSted inspectors loomed in November. In no possible 
version of reality - even including Kelvin Malletson's - would the school 
pass that test with flying colours. But that was three months away. And 
between now and then, she might just squeeze in two or three weeks' real 
holiday away from the management desk. Next year she'd ensure that she 
was allright. A couple of job applications to start in other establishments 
from January would be in the post as soon as the TES began to list them in 
September. And she hadn't emerged from the media fracas completely 
empty-handed. How about that nice Channel 4 casting man who had rung 
up, impressed by her "grace under pressure at those awful news 
conferences", and offered her a part in the next searing Liverpudlian satire 
on Education in the Nineties (employing ‘real’ untrained actors for gritty 
realism this time)? She still had his flexible dinner invitation in her 
possession. Perhaps she ought to give him a ring. He seemed to have nice 
hands too, as evidenced in the photo-card he sent her. . . 


She stood under the umbrella in the pouring rain. The humanist 


‘priest’ read out of Kahlil Gibran and the biography of Eric Gill that 
madman sculptor. There were so many people here, even in this weather. 
Maybe the fact that it had been raining fairly constantly in the last four 
weeks had made people feel blase about all of it. There has to be 70 or 80 
mourners around this open grave. 

She had wanted a 'green' burial. Nobody had known that until the 
will was read. It had been made only a week before she passed away 
peacefully in her sleep at home. What a surprise for everyone. The house 
had been left to her daughter, the one with cancer who lived in Foster's 
Green. The part about the green burial had to be hastily arranged with the 
only celebrant in the area who took on that kind of 'service' or whatever 
this was called; a strange chap who used to be a padre in the navy or 
something. And the gifts for Kathryn. . . 

Standing here made her wonder afresh about her own death. It had 
been in her thoughts a lot lately. The image of an American Indian 
ceremony where the body was left out for the vultures or whatever they 
were seemed attractive, or that stuff in the Indian India where they set 
light to you and your pots and pans. Trouble was, weren't your family 
meant to leap on to with you or something like that? Just imagine a future 
Rob type doing that. Maybe it was one of those patriarchal bits of crap, 
where the little woman duly immersed herself in her husband's flames. 
Yeah well, feminism would change all that, thank God. 

Some of these guys she would have to talk to, that was for sure. Her 
mother had already met some at their house, before coming down to this 
small 'green' cemetery and had told her that they had reminded her of her 
wild youth at art college. She had never previously got around to asking 
her Mum about those times: she had a lot of catching up to do with her 
parents’ personal history. She hadn't bothered before but these last few 
weeks, if the traumatic events had taught her anything, they had reminded 
her that life was precious, time was precious - and so were memories. You 
had to pack in the experience, get all the details before it was too late. You 
never know, even Dad might have had some sort of youth himself, as 
opposed to what Kathryn had always supposed - that he had come out at 
birth in a dark blue business suit. Dad had already surprised her by giving 
his consent to the funeral reception being held at their house. He hadn't 
been so keen about Kathryn giving away a lot of Amy's art treasures to her 
fellow artists that were turning up "out of the woodwork" as he charmingly 
put it. She could see the cash register behind the faraway look in his eyes. 
But he had to bow down before the simple fact that Amy had left them all 
to her, to do with as she pleased, and this is how it pleased her. The look 
on his face, when she told him. But he had been trying his hardest to be 
nice to her since the time in hospital. A real u-turn and no mistake. 

The priest had finished his readings. He had asked everyone to stand 
silently for a few minutes so that they could pay their final respects to Amy 


Simpson, artist and bon viveur. She was glad that no-one could see the 
tears that these moments brought. In the rain, everyone looked as though 
they were weeping anyway. Beside her stood Rob, his head bowed; next to 
him Mr Clements. She had not realised that Mr C had possessed a suit, 
albeit a grotty one in the totally unfashionable colour of brown, which was 
now presumably getting even more crumpled in the downpour. Popkid 
Chris had phoned to say that funerals weren't really his thing, but that he 
was thinking about her. Amy, that is. She hadn't truly realised until 
recently what a nice, sensitive guy that Chris was. She was touched that 
he was genuinely concerned about her. "Patience is still a virtue, Fishface!" 
he had written on her ‘get well' card. Then he had crossed out 'fishface' 
and replaced it with "honorary surf dude" - the highest possible honour, he 
had later explained with a smile. 

They walked back from the cemetery to the assembled cars. Her Dad, 
bless his cottons, had even thought to hire two minibuses and an 
additional driver for the day to ferry all the older Bohemians around. 
Tomorrow, at her weekly shrink's appointment, she would have to try and 
explain all this to the man. Maybe it was best left unsaid. Respect was 
from the heart: as soon as you tried to put it into words you were ona 
loser. Or up shit creek, as she had forgotten to say. . . 


When Kathryn had phoned him to ask if he could choose an object 
from the collection at Mrs Simpson's house, he was nonplussed. He 
normally wouldn't have been able to tell a Duchamp urinal from a 
Rembrandt self-portrait. But he made a special effort and picked out 
‘Sitting on the wall at St Ives' by some penniless member of the Cotswolds 
school, or whatever it was called. It rather took his fancy, partly because of 
the composition of the picture, with three giggling kids and a po-faced 
granny sitting on the wall eating ice-creams, surrounded by the most 
bizarre looking beatnik types, but also because he didn't know anything 
about the artist. It was a sort of mystery. All he had to go on were the 
initials 'WS' and that could have been a few people. He had even looked up 
the initials in a copy of ‘Contemporary Artists' in the reference section of 
the local library, but to no avail. He preferred the anonymity. It would 
definitely look suitable above his desk in the flat. Might even inspire him to 
wield the old pen or brush himself one day when all this madness was over. 
Until then, he'd drink a toast and think pleasantly on Amy Simpson, his 
benefactor. He had only got to know her in the final couple of weeks of her 
life, though somehow she was the sort of open-minded person you think 
you had known all your life. His own two grandmothers were long dead, 
though if he had a choice of the memory of an ideal gran, Mrs Simpson 
might fit the bill. The fact that she had, by all accounts, gone a bit doo-lally 
in these last few weeks, talking to herself and having hot flushes, was 
immaterial to him. That one act of compassion that he saw her manifest for 


Kathryn was something he'd never forget. And somehow, it had done 
something for his own existence too. Since then, he had really began to 
think about his life in a much more clear spirit: he seemed to have enough 
time to do this in his crowded day too. He would never know the full extent 
of the cross-currents produced by her action, nor would he really want to - 
knowing it had happened and was still reverberating through his life and 
the lives around him, was enough. 

He placed the picture on the nail hanging there on the wall. He was 
absorbed by it, drawn to it, could contemplate it without fear. Didn't that 
girl beatnik with the reddish hair, in between the two boys, look familiar? 
He'd try and puzzle it out. Great cheekbones though. 


When the print arrived in the post, at first she didn't realise what it 
was or who it was from. Then she read the note: 

"Got your address from Mr Clements. Here's something from Amy. 
She died a few days ago. We were all shocked as you might expect and I 
couldn't believe it. After all she had done for me, and I hardly had any time 
to try and repay her, once I'd got out of hospital. And she wasn't well 
anyway. But I couldn't have repaid her: her gift to me was priceless. My 
sanity. And now she's given me all her art treasures to give away as a 
result of the will. So I'm trying to be fair and give all her friends and 
colleagues what they would want. Obviously a lot of them know what they 
want, since they know the work. Some of them have even reclaimed their 
own work that they had originally given to her. Anyway, this is for you. It's 
a drawing of a harbour in Devon, I think. It's not signed: it might even 
been drawn by her. Hope you are well and enjoying being back in the 
homeland! And I hope you can understand my slangy English!! And don't 
worry about me, I feel much better now, even my shrink (psychiatrist) says 
so, so it must be true. PS Can I be one of your English correspondents? I 
promise to write back every time you send me a letter, honestly. Anyway, 
enjoy your drawing. Thank God there are people like Amy around in this 
world. (It's funny how I think of her in the present tense as if she's still 
around). 

Baisirs 
Kathryn 

Monique looked intently at the drawing. It was a simple pen and ink 
sketch of a bay and harbour, with some fishing-boats and pleasure-boats 
parked (was it 'parked'?) in the harbour. A few people standing around, 
with one woman looking straight at the 'camera'. She looked very familiar. 

She put the drawing on her writing desk. Strangely, the details 
resembled the little harbours in this part of Brittany. She would look at it if 
she was unable to write a particular letter, if she was 'stuck'. Perhaps it 
would inspire her. Then she remembered what Kathryn had said to her, the 
first time she had visited after she had come out of her 'madness'. Patience 


was a virtue, but even bigger is compassion: one was inside an individual 
but without the second, it didn't stand a chance. She would remember that 
for sure. 


Well, he couldn't not turn up for the actual do could he? Glass of 
punch in his hand, he felt somehow strangely at home with all these old 
painting geezers and bids. What a collection! Only a few berets! They were 
lively conversationalists at least. Reminded him of that Wednesday night 
bash at the pub just before Activities Week with the Art guys, only about 
60 years older. He could imagine this crowd as nippers in about 1920 or 
whenever it was, doing the hokey-cokey and having a brilliant laugh. He 
had already gotten into some well cool conversations with some of them, 
and it was such a lush change from the usual chats with the old ones. 
These geezers were sound and no mistake. 

And this object that Kate had thrust into his other hand was majorly 
weird too. A sort of Sphinxy woman. Could be a cat though. Sort of half 
and half. She looked a handful anyway. It was made out of some smooth 
stone material. He hoped it wasn't ivory: bad karma, as the hippies said. 

Chris retired to a corner of the room to have a better look. Her face 
was dudey, in a kind of old-fashioned way. Sort of a timeless look. It was 
almost like an African mask, only solid, in perspective and all that. He 
wondered what its use was - paperweight? Not that it mattered. It 
definitely reminded him of the old lady Mrs Simpson though. Sort of like a 
younger version. Weird he didn't get used to calling her Amy, like Kathryn. 
To him she'd always be Mrs Simpson. Over the last few weeks he'd met her 
a few times, but always found her strange. Evidently, after the thing with 
Kate at the hospital, she'd taken a turn for the worse, so he hadn't met the 
‘same’ person that Kathryn would tell him about. But then she was in her 
eighties or something, so she'd had a good innings, as his Dad was always 
saying about someone who'd lived a long time. Mrs Simpson had said this 
weird thing about him definitely living to an old age, almost as if she knew 
the future. Very well weird - and to think of a long future of existence in 
front of him. He didn't want to think about that one much right now. 

Right, he'd correctly refused the ham sandwiches and was now trying 
to find the vegetarian alternative. Got to keep in shape for Oslo. All he 
needed to do now is find half the cash (what a loveable Mum and dad to 
find the other). 

Chris looked across to Kathryn. Somehow she knew he was doing it 
and turned around. What a load of gnarly stuff she'd been through. He just 
wanted a normal life, thanks. Well, apart from a bit of excitement 
Nordically from time to time. Four days to go before the big plane took him 
to the land of the Vikings. How could he wait patiently for all that time? 


"So how are you feeling this week, Kathryn?" 


"Well, OK I suppose. I told you it was the funeral coming up two days 
ago?" 

"Yes, I have a note of it from last week." 

"Yeah, I don't really want to talk about that, y'know it's a bit close." 

"You don't have to." 

"Well maybe I'll need to, I don't know." 

"Just begin talking about how you're feeling right now and we'll see 
what happens." 

"OK well, I'm feeling a bit better I suppose, although y'know, my jaw 
is still hurting. Sometimes I think that's never going to go away, I really do. 
The doctors assure me that everything is progressing, but I don't know. 
And all the bruises and cuts are clearing up gradually. I don't look such a 
wreck as I did. But you know that thing we were talking about last week? 
When I said that it seemed that Amy had sort of taken on all the voices 
that had broken in to me and you advised me to think more about that? 
Well I have, and a lot of things have fallen into place. I mean, it definitely 
explains her over the final couple of weeks. I thought in my stupid way that 
it was just her being very old, and her mind was beginning to fade. But 
since I hadn't known her for very long anyway, well it was just a few days, 
oh yeah you knew that, anyway I didn't think about it like that. I mean, I 
was really upset and all that but I hadn't put that in the equation as it 
were. Though it's true - she took it on. It's as though by placing her hand 
over my head she kept all the voices out, all the burning out of me and 
with the rest of her she just drew them away or something. It's still a 
mystery frankly. But I was talking to this friend of Amy's and he was telling 
me about how she was in the old days, well they were all doing that 
actually, but this one old man, what he said, it really struck me. He said 
she was an angel, y'know people especially artist types remarked on it all 
the time. I mean I don't really believe in angels like as physical beings or 
anything, especially after all that stuff with William Blake, but there must 
be something like it otherwise why would so many people have written 
about it? I was in the library the other day, just looking up all these books 
and articles and things about angelic beings and genies and it's like in 
every culture, not just the Christian one. But it was like the voices were 
angels too, but fallen ones or something, y'know Lucifer or whatever. I 
can't get my head round that one though, 'cause of what the opposite of 
angel is - devil and we know where that leads." 

"Where does it lead?" 

"Well, possession and exorcism and all those things. Have you seen 
that weird seventies film 'the Exorcist'? There's about four of them, but the 
first one's supposed to be the best. It always is, isn't it? Anyway you know 
the story, but it's something like that I'd always thought. That would never 
happen in real life though it seems from what you mentioned and other 
people too, that's what I had. Only for a couple of days though to me I can't 


remember. It was enough to do my head in for sure, for a while. Well, I 
haven't recovered have I, otherwise I wouldn't be sitting here?" 

"These sessions are a way of ensuring you recognise and come out of 
that traumatic experience with the chance to express what happened 
fully." 

"Yes I know, but I mean I know it's something I'll always have. I'm not 
going to talk my way out of it - or through it, or past it. I'm never going to 
lose it. For one thing, I'll always remember Amy. And any memory of her 
will always remind me of the voices. See, I think she might have taken 
them to the grave with her. That's what happened to the exorcist: he took 
the devil out the window with him. God, I don't even know anything about 
this, I don't know why I'm rattling on about it." 

"It's allright." 

"Like it seems I won't find out in books, because the descriptions I've 
read just recently are so dry, so boring. And I bet even if I read all the 
novels and saw all the movies with that sort of stuff in too, I wouldn't 
actually experience what it's like. I mean I've done the experiencing bit 
and now I want to forget about all that. That's why these sessions are 
weird for me, 'cause you're not letting me forget. I mean, I'm grateful, 
especially since I could get on the couch straightaway, I mean a lot of 
people have to wait months don't they? But I'm wondering what I can get 
out of it 'cause I can't see it at the moment. It would help if I knew what I 
was supposed to talk about, but you won't tell me that, will you? It's 'what 
are you feeling right now?’ all the time. I don't doubt the wisdom and all 
that though, don't get me wrong. Maybe it's good that I come here every 
Wednesday and waffle on for 45 minutes, I don't know. You're nodding 
from time to time, so it must be OK. Sometimes it's all a bizarre mystery, 
all that link with William Blake and meeting Amy just at that time and 
everything. It's like a plot right out of some dorky horror novel, y'know 
Stephen King or someone. He'd have a good time with those voices. I wish 
I could remember what they said. And sometimes I think I hear myself 
saying what they might have said but I expect that's pure paranoia on my 
part. Listen anyway, what I really wanted to talk about today was this 
picture I brought along. Right, I'm not dodging the issue honestly, but it's 
just the most amazing thing, look. Y'now it's one of the art works in Amy's 
collection and this is the one I've kept for myself. Isn't it fantastic? I'm sure 
it's a Cecil Collins. I'm going to contact the Tate to see if they can identify 
it. It's not signed but I don't know if he signed everything. They'll be able 
to tell me I should think. Anyway look at it, isn't it wonderful? And I think 
it must be a portrait of Amy, right? You met her the once, didn't you? Can 
you remember?" 

"It was a long time ago. But why did you choose this work from all 
the others? Some of them might have been made by her." 

"T just did. It even won approval from my father, not that it would 


have made any difference. But he said it was probably worth a lot of 
money. Seems weird to talk about this thing being worth money. To me it's 
priceless - it's going to be worth everything. It's really her and it'll live for 
me. It's not going to be the answer to my life. But we need to have things 
from other people don't we? We need to be able to receive and to give 
properly. To think about it and really mean it." 

"Like the compassion you were talking about last week?" 

"Yeah, have patience but also have compassion. It's weird but the last 
time I saw Amy was about a week ago at her house. I'd only been out of 
hospital a few days myself. It had been her visiting me up till then. And 
when I went to see her she was totally different. I suddenly realised how 
much she was giving me and it hadn't sunk in properly till then. So I just 
told her and she looked back, kind of straight with those incredible pale 
eyes and said something like, if you're conscious for a moment, it means a 
whole measure of time, not just that moment. A little bit of real 
consciousness goes a long way. I've been thinking about that a lot. It's like 
that with compassion. It's just there for a second maybe, but really 
powerful - it's like you see through the eyes of the creator she would say, 
does that sound weird? It just changes your whole life and not just yours 
but the way you see everyone else. And they don't have to be around 
either. But it's better if they are, obviously. Do you know what I mean?" 


He lay on the unfamiliar bed. It was the guest room. Everything done 
with propriety for Maman and her boys. And what a nice family they were 
too. He felt as if he was going to get on with them fine. He had even 
spoken a few halting words of French to them over the dinner table. At 
first uproarious laughter all round, but then the brothers had 
complimented him on his attempt and Maman had laid her hand on his 
arm and smiled in that knowing way he had already discovered he liked 
and felt comfortable with. When she learned that his own mother had died, 
she gave him a look of true compassion. There was nothing to beat that. 

And now he lay awake on the bed. Monique had been so nice to him, 
making sure that he had all he needed and telling him she was looking 
forward to his stay so much - so much time together. Everything was 
coming right for him, at last. The events of the last six weeks or so were 
like a dream; and some parts were nightmarish to say the least. God, if 
only he could write a novel with all this 'material'. But no, it would be too 
impossible, too unbelievable. It would be laughed to scorn. Though he 
couldn't help planning it out as he lay there relaxed and happy. He really 
was very tired after his long journey and all the exciting events of today. 
He glanced at the bear Monique had lent him for the stay. It was the same 
one as he had seen in the caretaker's bungalow at school. Well, mon petit 
nounours, it had been quite a time. And it's a fantastic life when the 
compassion shines through. 


He continued his reverie about the supposed novel. It afforded him a 
curiously satisfying feeling. It could have several main charcaters. He 
would need to be one of them, but it wouldn't be a corny autobiographical 
first person narrative. Monique yes, and Kathryn, maybe Chris and then a 
whole host of minor characters as caricatures somewhat, who flitted in and 
out of the narrative, just like in real life. Yes it would need to have gritty 
realism but also with a magical, light touch. Some comedy with the more 
eccentric minor players, though with the tragic parts played to the fore as 
the novel's tone and plot deepened and darkened. And a connecting 
abstract theme or motif? Compassion? Patience as well perhaps? It was 
already guaranteed to feature sex, death and possession by devils - the 
three great themes of modern literature. He smiled to himself in his 
drowsiness. Non, ce n'est pas possible. . .and then somewhere in there, 
almost suddenly, into forgetfulness, he fell asleep. 


